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WHY 

I BELIEVE 

IN GOD 

Most of the world‘s people believe in some sort of supreme being. Now, we all know that 

majority vote is a poor way to determine truth. A majority of people once thought the earth was 

flat, slavery was acceptable, and the Rams could never win the Super Bowl. So the fact that 

approximately 90 percent of the world now believes in God means little in terms of proving his 

existence. On the other hand, the fact that this 90 percent figure seems to have held true for 

several millennia does carry some weight. How could it be that the overwhelming majority of all 

people who have ever lived have been mistaken about what is certainly one of the most 

important questions in the universe? Billions of people have lived in this world, this universe, 

and it is the rare exception who, after looking around, and looking inside, concludes that this is 

all a colossal accident. 

To be sure, Darwin made the colossal accident thesis more viable. Evolution appears to many 

to provide a plausible mechanism for producing all that we see. But given Darwinism‘s 

overwhelming acceptance in the scientific community, indeed, in popular culture, why then do 

we not have more atheists among us? 

The fact is that it takes some real effort to deny God‘s existence. Disbelief, like a 

bodybuilder‘s frame, does not come naturally. Dr. J. Budziszewski once practiced the intellectual 

and existential gymnastics required to obtain an atheistic physique. He now maintains his well-

being by the more natural exercise of simply walking in the truth. He tells in chapter 3 why he is 

no longer an atheist. 

Forgive us, for we have been ignoring many of you, those who believe in God but are highly 

skeptical that his existence can be proven. Many have changed their views on this issue after 

reading some of the works of Dr. William Lane Craig and Dr. Norman L. Geisler. The 

presentations that follow are not intellectual tricks; they are sound arguments based on 

observational facts and sound logic. Please keep in mind that neither contributor will suggest that 

by one‘s intellect alone a person can know God or in any sense embrace true religion. Faith is 

foremost, but at the same time it is not mindless. If Christianity is true, it cannot contradict logic, 

and it must withstand legitimate intellectual inquiry. If no sound arguments could be made for 

the existence of God, this would certainly be a valid basis for doubting the Christian faith. But 

good arguments do exist. In chapter 4, Dr. Craig presents some fresh approaches to the classic 

arguments for the existence of God. Dr. Geisler, in chapter 5, then demonstrates why the God 

who exists is one and the same with the God described in the Bible. 
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THREE 

WHY I AM NOT 

AN ATHEIST 

J. BUDZISZEWSKI 

Because another contribution to this book is titled ―Why I Believe God Exists,‖ it may seem 

redundant to have a chapter titled ―Why I Am Not an Atheist.‖ After all, any reason to believe in 

God‘s existence is also a reason not to disbelieve in him. But there is no duplication, for one 

must also consider the point of view. For some years after deserting the Christian faith of my 

youth, I was an atheist, so I know the matter from the inside. 

Of course, inside knowledge is not always superior to outside knowledge. Sometimes it is 

even inferior to it. A drug addict does not understand his addiction better than his doctor does, 

for he is in the grip of it. Nor do we recommend suicide for the better understanding of self-

inflicted death; understanding and consciousness depart together. The self-understanding of the 

atheist has a drawback of much the same kind as the self-understanding of the addict or the 

person attempting suicide. Like the former, the atheist is self-deceived; like the latter, he cuts 

himself off from the means of understanding. 

This blindness has become visible to me only in retrospect. I am not an atheist simply but a 

repented atheist. It is not from the experience of having been an atheist that I claim to understand 

something of atheism but from the experience of ceasing to be one. I have acquired an outside 

view of my inside knowledge. 

Having disposed of one difficulty—why this chapter was written at all—I must now dispose 

of another. Although there are good and compelling reasons to believe in God, it was not from an 

account of these reasons that I began to believe in him. In fact, it was not until several years after 

my conversion that I was able to give a rational account of it at all. Why was that? The reason is 

simple. Every doctrine rests on certain first principles that cannot themselves be proven, because 

they are the means by which we prove and disprove everything else. Granted the first principles, 

it is easy to explain how one has reached new conclusions. But if it is the first principles 

themselves that one has reached, then by what route could one have arrived at them? To what 

deeper considerations could one have appealed? Was the decision, in the end, merely arbitrary? 

These questions have answers, but to develop them I must depend on the same inside-outside 

knowledge I mentioned before. 
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And so this chapter must be largely autobiographical, but it is not a conventional personal 

testimony.
1
 My aim is not so much to tell my story as to present an analytical reconstruction of 

that story with a view toward illustrating why atheism is not a good idea. I speak of ―illustrating‖ 

the point because behind every instance of atheism is a different story. My own self-deception 

was more extreme than most, yet at the bottom of all atheism is self-deception. 

If you are an atheist, I hope you are not offended by this claim. It would distract us from the 

question of whether the claim is true. I can honestly say that when I was an atheist, I was not 

offended by what Christians thought of me. I merely considered them mistaken. Plainly, if they 

were right, then I was as foolish as they believed. Conversely, if I was right, then they were the 

foolish ones. The only question worth discussing is who is right. 

I had best start by explaining what I mean by self-deception. First, though, let me say that I 

am not trying to prove the reality of God by calling atheists self-deceived. I am not trying to 

prove his reality at all, though proofs aplenty may be found elsewhere in this book. Some good 

reasons to believe in him appear in this chapter too, but they are merely incidental to it. Rather 

than trying to prove the reality of God, I simply recognize his reality and tell the story from the 

perspective of that recognition. 

Self-deception means playing dumb. It means pretending to ourselves that we don‘t know 

what we really do; it means playing at being ignorant though we are really in the know. I suggest 

that we human beings play dumb with God. We lie to ourselves, and one of the things we lie 

about is our knowledge of his reality. Psalm 14 opens with a remark that is often misunderstood: 

―The fool says in his heart ‗There is no God.‘ ‖ The psalmist is not calling the man a fool for 

thinking there is no God but for telling himself there is no God, though deep in his mind he 

knows better. Unbelievers do not disbelieve, they reject. 

Paul expresses the same view in the first chapter of his letter to the Romans. 

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men who 

by their wickedness suppress the truth. For what can be known about God is plain to them, 

because God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his invisible nature, 

namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made. 

So they are without excuse; for although they knew God they did not honor him as God or give 

thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking and their senseless minds were darkened. 
vv. 18–21 RSV 

I am not at present concerned to explore Paul‘s general claim that those who deny the Creator 

are wicked but only his more particular claim that they are intellectually dishonest. Notice that he 

does not criticize nonbelievers because they do not know about God but ought to. Rather, he 

criticizes them because they do know about God but pretend to themselves that they don‘t. 

According to his account, we are not ignorant of God‘s reality at all. Rather, we ―suppress‖ it; to 

translate differently, we ―hold it down.‖ With all our strength we try not to know it, even though 

we can‘t help knowing it; with one part of our minds we do know it, while with another we say, 

―I know no such thing.‖ From the biblical point of view, then, the reason it is so difficult to argue 

with an atheist—as I once was—is that he is not being honest with himself. He knows there is a 

God, but he tells himself that he doesn‘t. 

We have in this passage the beginning of the answers to the questions I posed in the opening 

paragraphs. How can a person explain how he reached new first principles? By what route could 

                                                           
1
  A more conventional personal testimony, from which I have adapted several sentences and paragraphs, may be found in the 

preface to my book Revenge of Conscience: Politics and the Fall of Man (Dallas: Spence Publishing, 1999). 
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he have arrived at them? To what deeper considerations could he have appealed? If the biblical 

account is true, then it would seem that no one really arrives at new first principles; a person only 

seems to arrive at them. The atheist does not lack true first principles; they are in his knowledge 

already, though suppressed. The convert from atheism did not acquire them; rather, things he 

knew all along were unearthed. 

If this is so, then the purported first principles of atheistic systems of thought are not what 

they appear; they are merely a covering for deeper knowledge the atheist is trying to keep from 

acknowledging. We might also expect that an atheist‘s effort to hold down what he ―can‘t not 

know‖ would be only partially successful. Here and there, flotsam from the sunken knowledge 

would bob back up to the surface. Some of this flotsam might be incorporated into his system of 

thought—and, in fact, from these incorporated bits of flotsam would flow all the plausibility that 

his system of thought might possess. For example, the atheist might seek to affirm the moral law 

while denying God. The fact that he affirms one of the things he can‘t not know would make his 

denial of another of the things he can‘t not know more palatable. I‘ll call this sort of thing a 

―plausibility gambit.‖ 

The point is that everyone knows certain things to begin with, including the reality of God. 

This is the only reason plausibility gambits are needed in the first place, because on the face of it, 

denying what we really know is implausible in the extreme. For these reasons, an adequate 

explanation of conversion to belief in God must be not an explanation of how the convert 

acquired new first principles but of how he came to be honest with himself, of how he came to 

admit the first principles he already knew. 

Before turning to my own story, I must briefly consider a possible objection to what I have 

said about self-deception. Can‘t it be turned on its head? In fact, don‘t some atheists turn it on its 

head, holding that believers are the ones who are self-deceived? How are we to judge this claim? 

The test is forensic. If one coroner says, ―There has been foul play,‖ and another replies, 

―No, there hasn‘t,‖ then to find out which one is correct we must look more closely at the body. 

In the same way, if a Christian says, ―You are deceiving yourself,‖and an atheist says, ―No, you 

are,‖ then to know which is correct we must look more closely at their respective belief systems. 

We then ask about each person, ―Where we find incoherencies in belief, which of the following 

best explains the incoherencies: the person is trying to gain truth, or the person is trying to evade 

it?‖ In this essay, I use this very question to consider the way I thought during my own atheist 

days.  

THE PROBLEM WITH ―PLAUSIBILITY GAMBITS‖ 

I spoke above of the ―plausibility gambits‖ that an atheist employs to make palatable his 

rejection of truths that he in fact knows are true. Such gambits have two great disadvantages. The 

first is that they do not bear close examination; the second is that they slip from one‘s control, 

taking on a life of their own. 

To illustrate the first disadvantage, consider the plausibility gambit I mentioned earlier—

affirming the moral law while denying God. One reason it does not bear close examination is 

because every law presupposes a lawgiver. How then can I affirm the moral law while denying 

God? Of course, sophisticated replies may be given to this question, for a good many 

contemporary moral thinkers regard morality as something other than real law. For instance, 
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James Q. Wilson, author of the book The Moral Sense, makes it a central premise of his theory 

that morality is not about laws or rules but about ―sentiments.‖
2
 Yet over and over he slips back 

into the language of laws and rules—even to explain what he means by a ―sentiment‖ in the first 

place.
3
 The atheist faces similar difficulties. 

The second disadvantage needs more explanation. Atheistic plausibility gambits slip from 

one‘s control because, at bottom, they are lies, and the universe is so tightly constructed that in 

order to cover up one lie, we must usually tell another. This applies with just as much force to 

the lies we tell ourselves as to the lies we tell other people. Deception begets deception, and self-

deception begets more self-deception. For example, because of the difficulty of affirming the 

moral law while denying the moral lawgiver, I may just have to deny morality as well. Of course, 

that is not the only possible lie, but it is one of the most common. 

Suppose I do use this gambit, and I deny morality (the very problem addressed in chapter 1 

by Dr. Beckwith). Are my difficulties over? Far from it. My new position, that there is neither 

law nor lawgiver, is more self-consistent (and in that respect more plausible), but it is even 

farther from what everyone really knows (and in that respect less plausible). Not only that, but 

without either God or the moral law, my life is likely to become more and more disordered and, 

hence, more and more marked by pain. This too poses problems of plausibility, which prompt 

still more gambits, which produce still more problems. And so it goes. My atheistic life provides 

an example of this loss of control; eventually I denied not only God but the very distinction 

between good and evil. 

Not many people disbelieve in God and then begin to sin; most atheists adopt some favorite 

sin and then find reasons to disbelieve in God. In this common sequence of intellectual events, an 

individual does not begin by denying God or even by denying the moral law. Rather, he begins 

by denying a part of the moral law, perhaps even a single moral law. Perhaps he denies only the 

precept of chastity—that sex is a privilege of a marital union. Perhaps he denies only the precept 

of fidelity—that vows are to be kept. Perhaps he denies only the precept of filial reverence—that 

parents are to be held in respect. Or perhaps he denies only the precept of justice—that one must 

not seek unfair advantage. 

One eventually loses control of the ―no to just a part‖ gambit because it is impossible to 

reject just a part of the moral law. To affirm that the unitive and procreative power of sexuality 

may be used outside matrimony is to deny a great many things about human nature besides. To 

affirm that a vow may be broken is to call into question the very idea of personal responsibility. 

                                                           
2
  James Q. Wilson, The Moral Sense (New York: Free Press, 1993), xiii, 10–11, 18, 72, 82, 218, and 225–26: “Let me . . . stress 

that these are four aspects of the moral sense, not rules or laws. . . . [M]y saying that people have a moral sense is not the same 
thing as saying that they have direct, intuitive knowledge of certain moral rules. . . . If we find such common inclinations, we will 
not have found a set of moral rules. . . . Deciding that mankind has at some level a shared moral nature is not the same thing as 
deciding that men are everywhere in possession of a set of moral absolutes. . . . [T]he existence of a natural moral sense does 
not require the existence of universal moral rules. . . . [Parents care for children] not because a rule is being enforced, but 
because an impulse is being obeyed. . . . I agree that there is a universal human nature, but disagree that one can deduce from 
it more than a handful of rules or solutions to any but the most elemental (albeit vitally important) human problems. . . . I am 
reckless enough to think that many conducting [the search for moral universals] have looked in the wrong places for the wrong 
things because they have sought for universal rules rather than universal dispositions.” 
3
  “By a moral sense,” he says, “I mean an intuitive or directly felt belief about how one ought to act when one is free to act 
voluntarily.” As though to remove any doubt that ought means rules to him too, he adds, “by ‘ought,’ I mean an obligation 
binding on all people similarly situated.” On a later page he seems to concede the point himself. “What *researchers+ find to be 
binding everywhere are those rules governing the fundamental conflicts of everyday, intimate life—keeping promises, 
respecting property, acting fairly, and avoiding unprovoked assaults—that have been the subject of earlier chapters in this 
book” (ibid., 12, 142, emphasis added). 
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To deny to one‘s parents their due respect is to reject the chain of obligation that links all 

generations. To maintain that one may seek unfair advantage is to unleash the gods of the jungle. 

One may try to forestall these consequences by monkeying around with the meanings of 

―matrimony,‖ ―vows,‖ ―respect,‖ or ―fairness,‖ but monkeying with meanings carries 

consequences too. To keep these consequences from swamping the rest of one‘s knowledge, one 

may build dikes between this thought and that, but dividing the mind is a radical deed that also 

has consequences. The very means by which we limit the flood causes flood; denial spills, it 

slops, it spreads. Eventually it may reach the knowledge of God—as it did with me. Because the 

plausibility gambit by which an individual protected his favorite sin has slipped out of his 

control, he now needs new gambits to fortify his disbelief in God. 

MY VERSION OF PRACTICAL ATHEISM 

Atheists come in several kinds. I was not a ―theoretical‖ but a ―practical‖ atheist. In other 

words, I didn‘t claim that I could prove there was no God; I understood the near impossibility of 

proving a universal negative. In this sense, I conceded that there could be a God, and when the 

mood struck me, I called myself only an agnostic. But I did not think there were any good 

reasons to believe that God did exist, and I lived as though he did not. 

Here again we meet an incoherency. My pretense, when the agnostic mood struck me, was 

that we cannot know anything about God or his existence. Now, there is a great difficulty in 

dogmatically asserting God‘s unknowability. To say that we cannot know anything about God is 

to say something about God; it is to say that if there is a God, he is unknowable. But in that case, 

he is not entirely unknowable, for the agnostic certainly thinks that we can know one thing about 

him: That nothing else can be known about him. 

Unfortunately, the position that we can know exactly one thing about God—his 

unknowability in all respects except this—is equally insupportable, for why should this one thing 

be an exception? How could we know that any possible God would be of such a nature that 

nothing else could be known about him? On what basis could we rule out his knowability in all 

other respects but this one? 

The very attempt to justify the claim confutes it, for the agnostic would have to know a great 

many things about God in order to know that he couldn‘t know anything else about him. In fact, 

doesn‘t he actually have a rather elaborate picture of God in his mind, full of all sorts of colorful 

details that render God either impossible, or unknowable, except for the colorful details 

themselves? 

Details like what? First, the agnostic must suppose that any possible God is infinitely 

remote—because otherwise he couldn‘t be so sure that he couldn‘t know anything else about 

him. Second, the agnostic must suppose that any possible God is either powerless to make 

himself known, unwilling to make himself known, or unconcerned about whether he is known or 

not—because otherwise he would have provided the means for the agnostic to know him. Third, 

the agnostic must suppose that any possible God is completely unlike the biblical portrayal of 

him—because in that account, God is anything but remote. He desires to be known, he has 

already provided the means for the agnostic to know him, and in fact, the agnostic does know 

him. 
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You see why I prefer the term ―practical atheist,‖ for the so-called agnostic has a theology 

after all. In his theology, the heavenly Father is like so many absentee fathers of our own 

generation. He isn‘t there, he doesn‘t care, or he‘s impotent. 

My own practical atheism focused on the first and third prongs of the doctrinal fork—that he 

isn‘t there or he‘s impotent. I began by asserting the same dilemma about myself, and then 

argued that God must be in the same boat. I was either not there or impotent. If to deny God‘s 

reality I had to deny my own, so be it. As in the proverb, I would cut off my nose to spite my 

face. My thinking went something like this. 

First, I insisted that if the principle of causality is true, then the chain of causes and effects is 

an unbreakable fetter. It followed that free will must be nonsense. It would be useless to say, as 

the Stoics did, that what happens is foreordained but that I am free to choose my attitude toward 

it; my attitude would itself be foreordained. Nor would it make a difference whether causality 

were probabilistic or deterministic; the outcome of a coin toss is as adamant as fate, if it rules 

me. 

Of course, this understanding of causality was completely mechanical. It amounted to 

treating myself—and everything else—as a machine. My mind, I supposed, was nothing more 

than an activity of my brain, my brain nothing more than a computational device. Of course, we 

do not experience ourselves as machines, but I told myself that we are machines under a double 

curse—the illusion of being more than machines and the desire for the illusion to be true. 

How a machine could suffer such things as desires and illusions deeply troubled me. In fact, 

all of the phenomena of consciousness troubled me. I was troubled by the redness of red, the 

deliberateness of choice, the preciousness of my loves, the sense I sometimes had of exerting my 

will against an inclination—I was even troubled by the experience of being troubled. I knew that 

I could not fit these things inside the theory that I was a machine, and I knew that the intuition 

that I was more than a machine made a better fit with reality. To get around this fact, I told 

myself that a machine is something that I know, whereas a soul is something that I do not 

know—conveniently forgetting that I experience myself, unlike machines, directly. What it is 

that I experience when I experience myself is the question, and I was begging it. I had reached 

my conclusions not because of the data but in spite of it. 

If I was in the grip of a blind causality, it followed that whether I thought something, did 

something, or felt something, I was merely executing a program. To be sure, it must be an 

―open‖ program because it could be reset by experience, but I was responsible neither for the 

experiences (for they just came) nor the programming (for I came with it). Psychologists might 

quarrel over whether nature or nurture was more important to the determination of behavior, but 

the argument seemed pointless; however such causes might interact, they would remain causes, 

with everything about me merely their effect. I had no free will, no personal responsibility, no 

self. All those things were part of the illusion. What I called ―I‖ did not produce my activity; it 

was its product. In a sense, I thought, I did not exist. 

Having asserted that the dilemma ―he isn‘t there or he‘s impotent‖ applied to myself, it was 

but a short step to apply it to God. If God existed at all, then he couldn‘t escape what I called 

causality any more than I could. He was no more free than I. 

That fact, I thought, showed that he was like me in another way too. If I had no free will, then 

I was no more responsible for what I believed than for what I did; I believed what I believed, not 

because I recognized its concordance with reality but because it was cranked out by a mental 

mechanism over which I had no control. To be sure, that mental mechanism may have evolved to 

accomplish certain functions, but there was no reason to think that arriving at the truth of things 



 
9 

would be one of them; unlike narrower intellectual capacities, such as finding food or outwitting 

predators, such a capacity would make no contribution to its own survival. 

And so, I thought, I was really in the dark about everything—and the same must be true of 

God. He too must be in the dark about everything. How could he make himself known if he did 

not even know himself? You see where this reasoning led me: Although I could not quite prove 

the nonexistence of God, I thought I could prove the nonexistence of a God who mattered. I 

pictured God as the blinded monarch in King Lear, helpless, raving, a pawn to fatalities he did 

not understand. It was not Satan who was frozen in the ice at the center of hell, as Dante would 

have it; it was God. 

There were two great holes in this argument about the irrelevance of God. The first is that in 

order to attack free will, I supposed that I understood cause and effect; I supposed causation to be 

less mysterious than volition. 

If anything, it is the other way around. I can perceive a logical connection between premises 

and valid conclusions. I can perceive at least a rational connection between my willing to do 

something and my doing it. But between the apple and the earth, I can perceive no connection at 

all. Why does the apple fall? We don‘t know. ―But there is gravity,‖ you say. No, ―gravity‖ is 

merely the name of the phenomenon, not its explanation. ―But there are laws of gravity,‖ you 

say. No, the ―laws‖ are not its explanation either; they are merely a more precise description of 

the thing to be explained, which remains as mysterious as before. For just this reason, 

philosophers of science shy away from the term laws; they prefer ―lawlike regularities.‖ To call 

the equations of gravity ―laws‖ and speak of the apple as ―obeying‖ them is to speak as though, 

like traffic laws, the ―laws‖ of gravity are addressed to rational agents capable of conforming 

their wills to the command. This is cheating, because it makes mechanical causality (the more 

opaque of the two phenomena) seem like volition (the less). In my own way of thinking, the 

cheating was even graver, because I attacked the less opaque in the name of the more. 

The other hole in my reasoning was cruder. If my imprisonment in a blind causality made my 

reasoning so unreliable that I couldn‘t trust my beliefs, then by the same token I shouldn‘t have 

trusted my beliefs about imprisonment in a blind causality. But in that case, I had no business 

denying free will in the first place. 

Granted these ragged flaws in my reasoning, what made a mechanical picture of the universe 

so attractive in the first place? The answer is not simple. At one level, the explanation is that I 

had been strongly influenced by the mythology of our age that confuses scientific rationality with 

materialism or physicalism—with the view that matter is all there is. If that were true, then there 

couldn‘t be such things as minds, moral law, or God, could there? After all, none of those are 

matter. 

Let us be clear what is at stake in materialism. ―Matter alone‖ has always been a difficult 

slogan to swallow. If matter is the pure potentiality to receive form, as Aristotle thought, then at 

least, besides matter, there must be form. The formula of the ancient materialists, who disagreed 

with him, was that the universe is nothing but particles of matter in motion. But this presupposed 

that matter moves, so there must be space and time in which the matter can move. Viewed 

another way, all matter has spatial and temporal properties—and numerical ones too, because 

―particles‖ denotes more than one. But in that case (to use Aristotle‘s language) the forms of 

space, time, and number are built into matter already; it is not a pure potentiality after all. 

The materiality of matter has been even further compromised in our day. Once upon a time, 

materialists insisted that there is no such thing as action at a distance; to affect each other, 

particles must touch. It has been a long time since materialists gave up that battle. Today they 
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routinely concede the reality of ―forces‖ such as magnetism, a concession that by ancient 

standards means they are not materialists at all. It gets worse. Biological materialists speak of a 

genetic ―code‖ that carries ―information,‖ and these concepts are plainly semantic. According to 

one standard interpretation of quantum mechanics, the theory cannot even be formulated without 

reference to conscious observers—observers who cannot be consistently explained within the 

system because the system itself depends on them. 

It seems that these days materialism can concede anything a person wants it to—except the 

existence of God. Excluding him, which critics always suspected was materialism‘s main point, 

now seems to be its only one. 

But such a materialism is self-destructing. Is nothing beyond matter real? When considering 

that not even the properties of matter are matter, it becomes difficult to believe in matter, and so 

it became for me. I realized that in my fondness for this self-destructing theory, I had committed 

yet another incoherency. Did I then reject it? Not in the way you would expect. I concluded that 

reality itself was incoherent and that I was pretty clever to have figured this out—even more so, 

because in an incoherent world, figuring didn‘t make sense either. I decided that the philosophy 

of what is real is a blanket too small for the sleeper. Too cold in one place, he shifts the blanket 

to cover a part of himself, only to expose another part. He can never get warm everywhere at 

once. If he reduces everything to matter, he leaves mind in the cold; if to mind, he leaves will in 

the cold; if to will, he leaves matter in the cold. 

It never occurred to me to ask why my philosophy had to be reductionist in the first place—

why I couldn‘t accept the equally basic existence of matter, mind, will, and any other realities 

that might cross my path. In retrospect, I know the answer. Matter, mind, and will require 

explanation. There must be a reason why there is something rather than nothing. Just beyond the 

passage I quoted earlier, in which Paul explains that nonbelievers are not ignorant of the truth 

about God but suppress it, he says that they exchange the truth for a lie, worshiping and serving 

the creature rather than the Creator. That was what I wanted. I was looking for something within 

the created order to which I could plausibly attribute the creative power that belongs only to 

God. 

The materialistic mythology of the day did not make me an idolater; I was that already. It 

only offered me an idol. I used the idol of matter until it broke, and then made an idol of the 

breakage. Did nothing make sense? Then I would make an idol of nothing. 

THE IDOL OF SELF 

Though a million idols are adored by the sons of men, in the end there is only one—the 

million idols are all masks for the idol of self. Finding that we are made in God‘s image, we 

worship the image in place of God. 

Our own time is unusual in that people tend to adore the self openly, according to its proper 

name. As a best-selling New Age writer recommends, ―Let each person in relationship worry 

about Self—what Self is being, doing, and having; what Self is wanting, asking, giving; what Self 

is seeking, creating, experiencing. . . . Let each person in relationship worry not about the other, 

but only, only, only about Self.‖
4
 The classical pattern, however, is to disguise the adoration of 
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self under the adoration of some reflection or representative. The idol reason, beloved of the 

Enlightenment, is the self as represented by its rational powers; the idol Priapus, as represented 

by its animal powers; the idol duty, as represented by its moral powers; and the gods race and 

nation, as reflected in the group. 

My idolatries of matter and nothing followed the classical rather than the New Age pattern. I 

did not consciously think ―I shall adore myself‖; nevertheless, the real significance of my 

idolatries was that they seemed to annihilate God so that I could be God. This explanation of 

their significance may seem unbelievable, for my road to deicide was through suicide—in order 

to annihilate God, I had to annihilate myself. The solution to the paradox is that we 

misunderstand what suicide is about. 

Killing oneself is not an act of supreme self-resignation, as we suppose it to be, but of 

extreme self-assertion. G. K. Chesterton put it best: 

The man who kills a man, kills a man. The man who kills himself, kills all men; as far as he is 

concerned he wipes out the world. His act is worse (symbolically considered) than any rape or 

dynamite outrage. For it destroys all buildings: it insults all women. The thief is satisfied with 

diamonds; but the suicide is not: that is his crime. He cannot be bribed, even by the blazing stones 

of the Celestial City. . . . There is a meaning in burying the suicide apart—for it makes even 

crimes impossible.
5 

God may have called everything into being, but the person who commits suicide imagines 

that he can make it all go away. My suicide was just like that, but more violent still. A 

conventional suicide can destroy the universe only once, but for me each day was suicide. There 

was no need to bother with the taking of poison or the slashing of wrists, because it was all going 

on in my mind. In one long, interminable prolongation of nightfall, the light went out and went 

out and went out, all without the inconvenience of physical death. 

Besides, to commit suicide was to commit deicide, symbolically. I said above that self-

adoration is the worship of the image of God in the place of God. So strong was my own wish to 

replace him that I resented even his image in me. Visualize a man opening up the access panels 

of his mind and pulling out all the components that have God‘s initials on them. The problem is 

that they all have God‘s initials on them, so the man can never stop. No matter how much he 

pulls out, there is still more to remove. I was that man. 

Because I pulled out more and more, there was less and less that I could think about. But 

because there was less and less that I could think about, I thought I was becoming more and 

more focused. Because I believed things that filled me with dread, I thought I was smarter and 

braver than the people who didn‘t believe them. I thought I saw an emptiness at the heart of the 

universe that was hidden from their gauzy eyes. 

Nietzsche too had thought like this. This prophet of the ―death of God‖ had written that given 

the meaninglessness of things, nothing was left but to laugh or be silent. Pop culture transcribes 

the two attitudes as that of the cool and the tough. The cool say that meaning is a drag and they 

prefer the world to be pointless. The tough say that meaning is indispensable—but they are brave 

enough to dispense with it. 

Unfortunately for Nietzsche, he failed to carry his premises to their conclusions. He never 

seemed to recognize that both attitudes are poses. The cool don‘t really like life to be pointless; 

they seek meaning in seeming to like it that way. Nor can the tough really live without meaning; 

they seek it in the idea of being brave. For the former, the problem is that in a pointless life, 
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being cool is as pointless as everything else; for the latter, the problem is that there is nothing to 

be brave about. 

I thought I had outdone my master, for my fancy was that I carried his premises to their 

conclusions. Here in the void, I thought, not even laughter or silence are left. One has no reason 

to do or not do anything at all. This is a terrible thing to believe, but like Nietzsche, I imagined 

myself one of the few who had the strength to believe it—who could walk the rocky heights 

where the air is thin and cold. Which merely shows that I had not outdone him at all, that I too 

was adopting a pose. It was a bluff. 

FROM ATHEISM TO FAITH 

How then did I become undeceived? Not because anyone called my bluff. When I told the 

faculty of the University of Texas that there is no rationally knowable difference between good 

and evil and that we aren‘t responsible for our deeds anyway, they gave me a job teaching the 

young. 

Nor was it through recognition of my own incoherence. I saw the holes in my arguments 

even at the time but covered them over with elaborate nonsense such as the need to take an ironic 

view of reality. 

Nor through love. I loved my wife and children, but it is difficult to keep up a commitment to 

the true good of another person when one denies the reality of good, denies the reality of 

persons, and denies that his commitments are in his control. 

Nor through learning. When I taught my students the theology of law of Thomas Aquinas, I 

wanted to weep for the beauty of the appearance of the truth. But I told myself that the very 

poignancy of that beauty came only from the fact that it was an illusion. 

Nor even through the agony I had brought upon myself. ―Truly . . . affliction is a treasure, 

and scarce any man hath enough of it,‖ says John Donne, but such treasure was wasted on me. 

The greater the pain, the more it fed my pride. To be sure, there was a grain of justification in my 

stubbornness, because pain as such is not a logical argument; its usefulness lies not in proving 

things true or false but in moving us to reconsider. But supposing pain a refutation was not my 

temptation. Mine was supposing it a proof. 

I did pray to God one night. I told him that I thought I was talking to the wall. I said that if he 

existed, he could have me, but he would have to show me because I couldn‘t tell. As the minutes 

ticked past, the wall looked more and more like a wall, and I felt a fool. 

Yet he did hear my prayer. I came, months later, to feel a greater and greater horror about 

myself, not exactly a feeling of guilt, nor of shame, nor of inadequacy—just horror: an 

overpowering true intuition that my condition was objectively evil. I could not have told why my 

condition was horrible; I only perceived that it was. It was as though a man noticed one 

afternoon that the sky is blue, when for years he had considered it red. 

Nothing like this had ever happened to me before, and I could not explain it. The intuition of 

the objective evil of my condition appeared as though from nowhere and contradicted everything 

I had been telling myself. I experienced it not as an inference but as direct knowledge. It had 

authority, commanding assent—and I assented. Though I did not know it at the time, it was what 

John‘s Gospel calls the conviction of sin. I believe that the Holy Spirit, in answer to my prayer, 

had been secretly cutting a door in the stone wall of my self-deception. 
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Augustine argued that although evil is real, it is derivative; the concept of a ―pure‖ evil 

makes no sense, because the only way to get a bad thing is to take a good thing and ruin it. This 

does not make evil less horrible; it is how evil is horrible. Evil is a parasite on good. I had always 

considered this a neat piece of reasoning, with a defective premise. Granted the horrible, there 

had to exist a wonderful of which the horrible was the perversion. But I did not grant the 

horrible. 

Now all that had changed. I had to grant the horrible; it was right behind my eyes. If there 

was evil, then there must be good, though I did not know what it was. The significance of this 

fact was not that it gave me a great deal of knowledge but that it humbled my mental censors. 

I began to realize not only that my errors had been total but that they had not been errors at 

all, merely lies. Years earlier, when I had deserted the faith of my youth, I thought I had done so 

for good reasons. Yet search my memory as I might, I could not remember any. Had I forgotten 

them? On the contrary, as the days went by, I was unforgetting more and more of my past. I had 

never had good reasons to desert my faith. My desertion had taken place first; my reasons, as I 

called them, had been cooked up afterward. One after another, various pieces of repressed 

knowledge reasserted themselves: the good of this, the evil of that, the reality and goodness of 

God. 

The final step of my recovery was the restoration of faith in Christ, for there is more to 

Christianity than mere theism, much more to faith in the Son than belief in the Father. The 

recognition that I had never had good reason to lose my faith was not enough to restore it; I also 

needed reason to return to it. 

Did I then reason my way back to the Savior? No, and this used to puzzle me. Some years 

passed before I understood how this final step took place. It had been through misuse of intellect 

that I had deserted him; therefore, in his mercy, God chose a means of restoration that humbled 

my intellectual pride. 

I do not mean that my restoration was against reason. On the contrary, what happened was a 

reinstatement of the good reasons for faith that I had possessed before. I had, after all, been a 

well-instructed Christian, and it had not been for ignorance of the grounds of faith that I had 

thrown them all away. Now, by the grace of God, I remembered them—and I recognized that 

their force was unimpaired. 

My story is extreme. Yet in the essentials, I think my atheism was like all atheism. Not every 

atheist deceives himself about the same things, or as many things, or to the same degree as I 

deceived myself, yet there is no atheism without self-deception. There is a way to honesty, but it 

leads through Jesus Christ. 

FOUR 



 
14 

WHY I BELIEVE 

GOD EXISTS 

WILLIAM LANE CRAIG 

Western philosophy, observes James Collins, has carried the burden of God.
1
 From the first 

glimmerings of philosophy among the ancient Greeks through the dawn of the third millennium 

after Christ, the world‘s greatest thinkers from Plato to Plantinga have wrestled with the question 

of God. Is there a personal, transcendent being who created the universe and is the source of 

moral goodness? I think there is and that there are good reasons to think so. 

GOD MAKES SENSE OF THE ORIGIN OF THE UNIVERSE 

Have you ever asked yourself where the universe came from? Why everything exists instead 

of nothing? Typically, atheists have said that the universe is just eternal, and that‘s all. But surely 

this is unreasonable. If the universe never had a beginning, that means the number of past events 

in the history of the universe is infinite. But mathematicians recognize that the idea of an infinite 

number of things leads to self-contradictions. For example, what is infinity minus infinity? 

Mathematically, you get self-contradictory answers. If you subtract all the odd numbers 1, 3, 5, . 

. .  from all the natural numbers 0, 1, 2, 3, . . . , how many numbers do you have left? An infinite 

number. So infinity minus infinity is infinity. But suppose instead you subtract all the numbers 

greater than 2—how many are left? Three. So infinity minus infinity is 3! It needs to be 

understood that in both of these cases we have subtracted identical quantities from identical 

quantities and come up with self-contradictory answers. In fact, you can get any answer you 

want from zero to infinity! This shows that infinity is just an idea in one‘s mind, not something 

that exists in reality. David Hilbert, perhaps the greatest mathematician of this century, states, 

―The infinite is nowhere to be found in reality. It neither exists in nature nor provides a 

legitimate basis for rational thought. The role that remains for the infinite to play is solely that of 

an idea.‖
2
 Therefore, since past events are not just ideas but are real, the number of past events 

must be finite. Therefore, the series of past events can‘t go back forever; rather, the universe at 

some point must have begun to exist. 

This conclusion has been confirmed by remarkable discoveries in astronomy and 

astrophysics. The astrophysical evidence indicates that the universe began to exist in a great 

explosion called the big bang around fifteen billion years ago. Physical space and time were 
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created in that event, as well as all the matter and energy in the universe. Therefore, as 

Cambridge astronomer Fred Hoyle points out, the big bang theory requires the creation of the 

universe from nothing. This is because, as one goes back in time, he reaches a point at which, in 

Hoyle‘s words, the universe was ―shrunk down to nothing at all.‖
3
 Thus, what the big bang 

model requires is that the universe began to exist and was created out of nothing. 

This tends to be very awkward for the atheist, for as Anthony Kenny of Oxford University 

urges, ―A proponent of the big bang theory, at least if he is an atheist, must believe that the . . . 

universe came from nothing and by nothing.‖
4
 But surely that doesn‘t make sense. Out of 

nothing, nothing comes. In every other context, atheists recognize this fact. The great skeptic 

David Hume wrote, ―But allow me to tell you that I never asserted so absurd a Proposition as 

that anything might arise without a cause.‖
5
 The contemporary atheist philosopher Kai Nielsen 

gives this illustration: ―Suppose you suddenly hear a loud bang . . . and you ask me, ‗What made 

that bang?‘ and I reply, ‗Nothing, it just happened.‘ You would not accept that. In fact you would 

find my reply quite unintelligible.‖
6
 But what‘s true of the little bang must be true of the big 

bang as well. So why does the universe exist instead of just nothing? Where did it come from? 

There must have been a cause that brought the universe into being. As the great scientist Sir 

Arthur Eddington said, ―The beginning seems to present insuperable difficulties unless we agree 

to look on it as frankly supernatural.‖
7
 

We can summarize the argument thus far as follows: 

1. Whatever begins to exist has a cause. 

2. The universe began to exist. 

3. Therefore, the universe has a cause. 

Given the truth of the first two premises, the third necessarily follows. 

From the very nature of the case, as the cause of space and time, this supernatural cause must 

be an uncaused, changeless, timeless, and immaterial being that created the universe. The being 

must be uncaused because we‘ve seen that there cannot be an infinite regress of causes. It must 

be timeless and therefore changeless because it created time. Because it also created space, it 

must transcend space as well and therefore be immaterial, not physical. 

Moreover, I would argue, it must also be personal, for how else could a timeless cause give 

rise to a temporal effect such as the universe? If the cause were a mechanically operating set of 

necessary and sufficient conditions, then the cause could never exist without the effect. For 

example, water freezes because the temperature (the cause) is below 0°C. If the temperature were 

below 0° from eternity past, then any water that was around would be frozen from eternity. It 

would be impossible for the water to begin to freeze just a finite time ago. So if the cause is 

timelessly present, then the effect should be timelessly present as well. The only way for the 

cause to be timeless and the effect to begin in time is for the cause to be a personal agent who 

freely chooses to create an effect in time without any prior determining conditions. For example, 

a man sitting from eternity could freely will to stand up. Thus, we are brought not merely to a 

transcendent cause of the universe but to its personal Creator. 

                                                           
3
  Fred Hoyle, Astronomy and Cosmology (San Francisco: W. H. Freeman, 1975), 658. 

4
  Anthony Kenny, The Five Ways: St. Thomas Aquinas’ Proofs of God’s Existence (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 66. 

5
  David Hume, The Letters of David Hume, 2 vols., ed. J. Y. T. Greig (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932), I:187, letter to John 

Stewart, February 1754. 
6
  Kai Nielsen, Reason and Practice (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 48. 

7
  Arthur Eddington, The Expanding Universe (New York: Macmillan, 1933), 124. 



 
16 

What objections might be raised against this argument? Premise 1: The fact that whatever 

begins to exist has a cause seems obviously true—at least more so than its denial. Yet a number 

of atheists, in order to avoid the argument‘s conclusion, deny the first premise. Some say that 

subatomic physics furnishes an exception to premise 1, since on the subatomic level events are 

said to be uncaused. In the same way, certain theories of cosmic origins are interpreted as 

showing that the entire universe could have sprung into being out of the subatomic vacuum. 

This objection, however, is based on misunderstandings. In the first place, not all scientists 

agree that subatomic events are uncaused. A great many physicists today are quite dissatisfied 

with this view (the so-called Copenhagen Interpretation) of subatomic physics and are exploring 

deterministic theories such as that of David Bohm.
8
 Thus, subatomic physics is not a proven 

exception to premise 1. Second, even according to the traditional, indeterministic interpretation, 

particles do not come into being out of nothing. They arise as spontaneous fluctuations of the 

energy contained in the subatomic vacuum; they do not come from nothing.
9
 Third, the same 

point can be made about theories of the origin of the universe out of a primordial vacuum.
10

 

Popular magazines touting such a theory as getting ―something from nothing‖ simply do not 

understand that the vacuum is not nothing; it is a sea of fluctuating energy endowed with a rich 

structure and subject to physical laws. Philosopher of science Robert Deltete accurately sums up 

the situation: ―There is no basis in ordinary quantum theory for the claim that the universe itself 

is uncaused, much less for the claim that it sprang into being uncaused from literally nothing.‖
11

 

Other atheists have said that premise 1 is true for things in the universe, but it is not true of 

the universe itself. But this objection misconstrues the nature of the premise. Premise 1 does not 

state merely a physical law such as the law of gravity or the laws of thermodynamics, which are 

valid for things within the universe. Premise 1 is not a physical principle. Rather, premise 1 is a 

metaphysical principle, a principle about the very nature of reality: Being cannot come from 

nonbeing; something cannot come into existence uncaused from nothing. The principle therefore 

applies to all reality. It is thus metaphysically absurd that the universe should pop into being 

uncaused out of nothing. Even J. L. Mackie, one of the most prominent atheists of our day, 

admitted that he found such an idea incredible, commenting, ―I myself find it hard to accept the 

notion of self-creation from nothing, even given unrestricted chance. And how can this be given, 

if there really is nothing?‖
12

 According to the atheistic view, the potentiality of the universe‘s 

existence didn‘t even exist prior to the big bang, since nothing is prior to the big bang. But then 

how could the universe become actual if there wasn‘t even the potentiality of its existence? It 

makes much more sense to say that the potentiality of the universe lay in the power of God to 

create it. 

So what about premise 2: The universe began to exist? The typical objection raised against 

the philosophical argument for the universe‘s beginning is that modern mathematical set theory 

proves that an actual infinite number of things can exist. For example, there is an infinite number 

of members in the set { 0, 1, 2, 3, . . . } . Therefore, there‘s no problem with an infinite number 

of past events. 

                                                           
8
  See James T. Cushing, Arthur Fine, and Sheldon Goldstein, Bohmian Mechanics and Quantum Theory: An Appraisal, Boston 

Studies in the Philosophy of Science 184 (Dordrecht, Holland: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1996). 
9
  See John Barrow and Frank Tipler, The Anthropic Cosmological Principle (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), 441. 

10
  See Bernulf Kanitscheider, “Does Physical Cosmology Transcend the Limits of Naturalistic Reasoning?” in Studies on Mario 

Bunge’s “Treatise,” ed. P.  Weingartner and G. J. W. Dorn (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1990), 346–47. 
11

  Robert Deltete, critical notice of Theism, Atheism, and Big Bang Cosmology, Zygon 30 (1995): 656 (the review was attributed 
to J. Leslie due to an editorial mistake at Zygon). 
12

  J. L. Mackie, Times Literary Supplement (5 February 1982): 126. 



 
17 

But this objection does not work. First, not all mathematicians agree that actual infinities 

exist even in the mathematical realm.
13

 They regard series such as 0, 1, 2, 3, . . . as merely 

potentially infinite; that is to say, such series approach infinity as a limit, but they never actually 

get there. Second, existence in the mathematical realm does not imply existence in the real 

world. To say that infinite sets exist is merely to postulate a realm of discourse, governed by 

certain axioms and rules that are simply presupposed, in which one can talk about such 

collections.
14

 Given the axioms and rules, one can discourse consistently about infinite sets. But 

that‘s no guarantee that the axioms and rules are true or that an infinite number of things can 

exist in the real world. Third, the real existence of an infinite number of things would violate the 

rules of infinite set theory. As we saw, trying to subtract infinite quantities leads to self-

contradictions; therefore, infinite set theory just prohibits such operations to preserve 

consistency. In the real world, however, there‘s nothing to keep us from breaking this arbitrary 

rule. If I had an infinite number of marbles, I could subtract or divide them as I please. 

Sometimes it‘s said that we can find counter examples to the claim that an infinite number of 

things cannot exist, so this claim must be false. For instance, isn‘t every finite distance capable 

of being divided into 1/2, 1/4, 1/8, . . . on to infinity? Doesn‘t that prove that in any finite 

distance there is an infinite number of parts? The fallacy of this objection is that it once again 

confuses a potential infinite with an actual infinite. You can continue to divide any distance for 

as long as you want, but such a series is merely potentially infinite; infinity serves as a limit you 

endlessly approach but never reach. If you assume that any distance is already composed of an 

infinite number of parts, then you‘re begging the question. You‘re assuming what the objector is 

supposed to prove, namely, that there is a clear counterexample to the claim that an infinite 

number of things cannot exist. 

As for the scientific confirmation of premise 2, it has been the overwhelming verdict of the 

scientific community that no theory is more probable than the big bang theory. The devil is in the 

details, and once you get down to specifics, you find that there is no mathematically consistent 

model that has been so successful in its predictions or as corroborated by the evidence as the 

traditional big bang theory. For example, some theories, such as the oscillating universe (which 

expands and re-contracts forever) or the chaotic inflationary universe (which continually spawns 

new universes), have a potentially infinite future but turn out to have only a finite past.
15

 Vacuum 

fluctuation universe theories (which postulate an eternal vacuum out of which our universe was 

born) cannot explain why, if the vacuum was eternal, we do not observe an infinitely old 

universe.
16

 The quantum gravity universe theory propounded by the famous physicist Stephen 

Hawking, if interpreted realistically, still involves an absolute origin of the universe even if the 

universe does not begin in a so-called singularity, as it does in the standard big bang theory.
17

 In 

sum, according to Hawking, ―Almost everyone now believes that the universe, and time itself, 

had a beginning at the Big Bang.‖
18
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In light of the evidence, premises 1 and 2 seem more plausible than their denials. Hence, it is 

plausible that a transcendent Creator of the universe exists. People sometimes resist this 

conclusion because they claim that it is a pseudo-explanation of the origin of the universe. ―Just 

because we can‘t explain it doesn‘t mean God did it,‖ they protest. But such a response 

misconstrues the argument. In the first place, this argument is a deductive argument. Therefore, 

if the premises are true and the logic is valid, the conclusion follows, period. It doesn‘t matter if 

it‘s explanatory or not. The conclusion is entailed by the premises, so you can‘t object to the 

conclusion once you have granted the premises. Moreover, in no place does the argument 

postulate God to plug up a gap in our scientific knowledge. The scientific evidence is used only 

to confirm the truth of premise 2, which is a religiously neutral statement that can be found in 

any textbook on astronomy. God‘s existence is implied only by the conjunction of premise 1 

with premise 2. Finally, the hypothesis of God is, in fact, genuinely explanatory, though it is not 

a scientific but a personal explanation.
19

 It explains some effect in terms of an agent and his 

intentions. We employ such explanations all the time. 

For example, if you were to come into the kitchen and find the kettle boiling and ask me, 

―Why is the kettle boiling?‖ I might give you an explanation in terms of the kinetic energy 

communicated to the water by the flame by means of the heat-conducting metal used in the 

manufacture of the kettle, which causes the molecules of the water in the kettle to vibrate faster 

and faster until they are thrown off in the form of steam. Or I might say, ―I put it on to make a 

cup of tea!‖ Both are equally legitimate explanations, and in many contexts, only a personal 

explanation will do. In the case of cosmic origins, as Oxford philosopher Richard Swinburne 

points out, there cannot be a scientific explanation of a first state of the universe, since there is 

nothing before it. Therefore, if a personal explanation does not exist, then there is simply no 

explanation at all—which is metaphysically absurd, since on that account the universe just 

popped into being uncaused out of nothing. 

Other atheists have charged that the argument‘s conclusion is incoherent, since a cause must 

come before its effect, and there is no moment before the big bang. This objection, however, is 

easy to answer. Many causes and effects are simultaneous. Thus, the moment of God‘s causing 

the big bang is the moment of the occurrence of the big bang. We can then say that God existed 

alone without the universe before the big bang, not in physical time but in an undifferentiated 

metaphysical time, or that he is strictly timeless and entered into time at the moment of creation. 

No incoherence has been shown in either of these alternatives. 

But people will say, ―But if the universe must have a cause, then what is God‘s cause?‖ This 

question reveals an inattentiveness to the formulation of the argument. The first premise does not 

state, whatever exists has a cause, but rather, whatever begins to exist has a cause. The difference 

is important. The insight that lies at the root of premise 1 is that being cannot come from 

nonbeing, something cannot come from nothing. God, since he never began to exist, would not 

require a cause, for he never came into being. This is not a special pleading for God, since this is 

exactly what the atheist has always claimed about the universe: that it is eternal and uncaused. 

The problem is that the atheist‘s claim is now rendered untenable in light of the beginning of the 

universe. 

Finally, someone might wonder, ―But isn‘t God supposed to be infinite? Your argument 

shows that the infinite cannot exist. So how can God exist?‖ In fact, the argument was that an 

infinite number of things cannot exist. God is not a collection of an infinite number of things. As 
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a nonphysical being, he doesn‘t even have parts. When theologians speak of God‘s infinity, they 

are thus using the term in a qualitative not a quantitative sense. They mean that God is absolutely 

holy, uncreated, self-existent, all-powerful, all-present, and so forth. It‘s not a mathematical 

concept. Thus, there‘s no contradiction. 

In sum, we have a powerful reason based on the origin of the universe to believe that an 

uncaused, changeless, timeless, immaterial, personal Creator of the universe exists. 

GOD MAKES SENSE OF THE COMPLEX ORDER 

IN THE UNIVERSE 

During the last thirty years or so, scientists have discovered that the existence of intelligent life 

depends on a complex and delicate balance of initial conditions given in the big bang itself. Scientists 

once believed that whatever the initial conditions of the universe, eventually intelligent life might evolve. 

But we now know that our existence is balanced on a knife‘s edge. It seems vastly more probable that a 

life-prohibiting universe rather than a life-permitting universe such as ours should exist. The existence of 

intelligent life depends on a conspiracy of initial conditions that must be fine-tuned to a degree that is 

literally incomprehensible and incalculable. For example, Stephen Hawking has estimated that if the rate 

of the universe‘s expansion one second after the big bang had been smaller by even one part in a hundred 

thousand million million, the universe would have re-collapsed into a hot fireball.
20

 British physicist P. C. 

W. Davies has calculated that the odds against the initial conditions being suitable for later star formation 

(without which planets could not exist) is one followed by a thousand billion billion zeroes, at least.
21

 He 

also estimates that a change in the strength of gravity or of the weak force by only one part in 10,100 

would have prevented a life-permitting universe. Roger Penrose of Oxford University has calculated that 

the odds of the big bang‘s low entropy condition existing by chance are on the order of one out of 

1010(123).
22

 There are around fifty such quantities and constants present in the big bang that must be 

fine-tuned in this way if the universe is to permit life. And it‘s not just each quantity that must be finely 

tuned; their ratios to one another must be also finely tuned. Therefore, improbability is added to 

improbability to improbability until our minds are reeling in incomprehensible numbers. (For a more 

thorough presentation of the fine-tuning evidenced in nature and the improbability of our universe‘s 

appearance, as it is, by chance, see chapter 8 of this book by Hugh Ross.) 
Three possibilities exist for explaining the presence of this remarkable fine-tuning of the 

universe: natural law, chance, or design. The first alternative holds that the fine-tuning of the 

universe is physically necessary. There is some unknown theory that would explain the way the 

universe is. It had to be the way it is, and there was really no chance or little chance of the 

universe not being life-permitting. By contrast, the second alternative states that the fine-tuning 

is due entirely to chance. It‘s just an accident that the universe is life-permitting, and we‘re the 

lucky beneficiaries. The third alternative rejects both of these accounts in favor of an intelligent 

mind behind the cosmos who designed the universe to permit life. Which of these alternatives is 

the most plausible? 

On the face of it, the first alternative seems extraordinarily implausible. It requires us to 

believe that a life-prohibiting universe is virtually physically impossible. But surely it does seem 

possible. If the matter and antimatter had been differently proportioned, if the universe had 
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expanded just a little more slowly, if the entropy of the universe were slightly greater—any of 

these adjustments and more would have prevented a life-permitting universe, yet all seem 

perfectly possible physically. The person who maintains that the universe must be life-permitting 

is taking a radical line that requires strong proof. But there is none; this alternative is simply put 

forward as a bare possibility. 

Moreover, there is good reason to reject this alternative. First, there are models of the 

universe that are different from the existing universe. As John Leslie explains: 

The claim that blind necessity is involved—that universes whose laws or constants are slightly 

different ―aren‘t real physical possibilities‖ . . . is eroded by the various physical theories, 

particularly theories of random symmetry breaking, which show how a varied ensemble of 

universes might be generated.
23 

If, as Leslie suggests, subatomic indeterminacy (or uncausedness) is real, then it must be possible 

for the universe to be different, since a number of physical variables depend on subatomic 

processes that are random in nature. 

Second, even if the laws of nature were necessary, one would still have to supply initial 

conditions. As P. C. W. Davies states: 

Even if the laws of physics were unique, it doesn‘t follow that the physical universe itself is 

unique. . . . The laws of physics must be augmented by cosmic initial conditions. . . . There is 

nothing in present ideas about ―laws of initial conditions‖ remotely to suggest that their 

consistency with the laws of physics would imply uniqueness. Far from it. . . . 
It seems, then, that the physical universe does not have to be the way it is: it could have been 

otherwise.
24 

The extraordinarily low entropy condition of the early universe would be a good example of an 

arbitrary quantity that seems to have been put in at the creation as an initial condition. We really 

do not know how much certain constants and quantities could have varied from their actual 

values, but this admitted uncertainty becomes less important when the number of the variables to 

be fine-tuned is high. For example, the chances of all fifty known variables being finely tuned, 

even if each variable has a 50 percent chance of being its actual value, is less than 3 out of 1017. 

Finally, if there is a single, physically possible universe, then the existence of this incredibly 

complex world-machine might be itself powerful evidence that a designer exists. Some theorists 

call the hypothesis that the universe must be life-permitting ―the Strong Anthropic Principle,‖ 

and it is often taken as indicative of God‘s existence. As physicists Barrow and Tipler write in 

their Anthropic Cosmological Principle, ―The Strong Anthropic Principle . . . has strong 

teleological overtones. This type of notion was extensively discussed in past centuries and was 

bound up with the question of evidence for a Deity.‖
25

 Thus, the first alternative is not plausible 

to begin with and is perhaps indicative of design. 

What about the second alternative, that the fine-tuning of the universe is due to chance? The 

problem with this alternative is that the odds against it are so incomprehensibly great that they 

cannot be reasonably faced. Students or laymen who blithely assert that ―it could have happened 

by chance‖ simply have no conception of the fantastic precision of the fine-tuning requisite for 
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life. They would never embrace such a hypothesis in any other area of their lives. For example, 

they would not use such a hypothesis to explain how there came to be a car in one‘s driveway. 

But it‘s important to understand that the probability is not the only thing at stake here. After 

all, fantastically improbable events happen every day. Your own existence, for example, is the 

result of an incredibly improbable union of a certain sperm and a certain egg, yet no one would 

infer that their union was therefore designed. Rather, what is at stake in eliminating the 

hypothesis of chance is what theorists call ―specified probability‖: the demonstration that the 

event in question is not only improbable but also conforms to an independently discovered 

pattern.
26

 Any sequence of letters hammered out by a chimpanzee seated at a typewriter is 

equally improbable. If we find that the chimpanzee has typed a beautiful sonnet, however, then 

we know this is not the result of blind chance, since the sonnet conforms to the independently 

given pattern of grammatical English sentences. In the same way, physics and biology tell us 

independently of any knowledge of the early conditions of the universe what physical conditions 

are requisite for life. We then discover how incredibly improbable such conditions are. It is this 

combination of a specified pattern plus improbability that serves to render the chance hypothesis 

implausible. 

With this in mind, we can immediately see the fallacy of those who say that the existence of 

any universe is equally improbable, and therefore, there is nothing here to be explained. It is not 

the improbability of some universe or other‘s existing that concerns us; rather, it is the specified 

probability of a life-permitting universe‘s existence that is at issue. Thus, the proper analogy to 

the fine-tuning of the universe is not, as defenders of the chance hypothesis often suppose, a 

lottery in which any individual‘s winning is fantastically and equally improbable but which some 

individual has to win. Rather, the analogy is a lottery in which a single white ball is mixed into a 

billion black balls, and you are asked to reach in and pull out a ball. Any ball you pick will be 

equally improbable; nevertheless, it is overwhelmingly more probable that whichever ball you 

pick, it will be black rather than white. Similarly, the existence of any particular universe is 

equally improbable, but it is incomprehensibly more probable that whichever universe exists, it 

will be life-prohibiting rather than life-permitting. It is the enormous, specified improbability of 

the fine-tuning that presents the hurdle for the chance hypothesis. 

How can the atheist get over this hurdle? Some thinkers have argued that we really shouldn‘t 

be surprised at the finely tuned conditions of the universe, for if the universe were no‹t fine-

tuned, then we wouldn‘t be here to be surprised about it! Given that we are here, we should 

expect the universe to be fine-tuned. But such reasoning is logically fallacious. The statement 

―We shouldn‘t be surprised that we do not observe conditions of the universe incompatible with 

our existence‖ is true. If the conditions of the universe were incompatible with our existence, we 

couldn‘t be here to observe them. So it‘s not surprising that we don‘t observe such conditions. 

But from that statement it does not logically follow that ―we shouldn‘t be surprised that we do 

observe conditions of the universe that are compatible with our existence.‖ Given the incredible 

improbability of such finely tuned conditions, it is surprising that we observe them. 

John Leslie provides an analogy to illustrate the fallacy of the objector‘s reasoning. Imagine 

you are traveling abroad, and you are arrested on trumped-up drug charges and dragged in front 

of a firing squad of one hundred trained marksmen, all with rifles aimed at your heart. You hear 

the command, ―Ready! Aim! Fire!‖ and then the deafening roar of the guns. And then you 

observe that you are still alive, that all one hundred trained marksmen missed! What would you 
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conclude? ―I guess I really shouldn‘t be surprised that they all missed. After all, if they hadn‘t all 

missed, then I wouldn‘t be here to be surprised about it! Given that I am here, I should expect 

them all to miss.‖ Of course not! You would immediately suspect that they all missed on 

purpose, that the whole thing was a setup, engineered for some reason by someone. You 

wouldn‘t be surprised that you do not observe that you are dead (since if you were dead, you 

wouldn‘t be there to observe it), but you would be quite rightly surprised that you do observe that 

you are alive (in view of the enormous improbability of all the marksmen missing). You 

wouldn‘t just write off your survival to chance. 

Theorists who defend the alternative of chance have therefore been forced to adopt an 

extraordinary hypothesis: the many worlds hypothesis. According to this hypothesis, our 

universe is but one member of a greater collection of universes, all of which are real, actually 

existing universes, not merely possible universes. In order to ensure that somewhere in the world 

ensemble there will appear by chance a universe finely tuned for life, it is further stipulated that 

there are an infinite number of universes in the collection (so that every possibility will be 

realized) and that the physical constants and quantities are randomly ordered (so that the worlds 

are not all alike). Thus, somewhere in this world ensemble there will appear by chance alone 

finely tuned universes such as ours. We should not be surprised to observe finely tuned 

conditions, since observers like us exist only in those universes that are finely tuned. 

The very fact that detractors of the design hypothesis have to resort to such a remarkable 

hypothesis underlines the point made earlier: Fine-tuning is not explicable in terms of natural law 

alone or in terms of sheer chance in the absence of a world ensemble. The many worlds 

hypothesis is a sort of backhanded compliment to the design hypothesis in its recognition that the 

fine-tuning cries out for explanation. But is the many worlds hypothesis as plausible as the 

design hypothesis? 

It seems not. In the first place, the many worlds hypothesis is no more scientific, and no less 

metaphysical, than the hypothesis of a cosmic designer. As the scientist-theologian John 

Polkinghorne says, ―People try to trick out a ‗many universe‘ account in sort of pseudo-scientific 

terms, but that is pseudo-science. It is a metaphysical guess that there might be many universes 

with different laws and circumstances.‖
27

 But as a metaphysical hypothesis, the many worlds 

hypothesis is arguably inferior to the design hypothesis because the design hypothesis is simpler. 

According to a principle known as Ockham‘s razor, we should not multiply causes beyond what 

is necessary to explain the effect. It is simpler to postulate one cosmic designer to explain our 

universe than to postulate the infinitely bloated collection of universes required by the many 

worlds hypothesis. Therefore, the design hypothesis is preferred. 

Second, there is no known way for generating a world ensemble. No one has been able to 

explain how or why such a collection of universes could or should exist. Moreover, the attempts 

that have been made require fine-tuning themselves. For example, although some cosmologists 

appeal to so-called inflationary theories of the universe to generate a world ensemble, the only 

consistent inflationary model is Linde‘s chaotic inflationary theory, and it requires fine-tuning to 

start the inflation. As Robert Brandenburger of Brown University writes, ―Linde‘s scenario does 

not address a crucial problem, namely the cosmological constant problem. The field which drives 

inflation in Linde‘s scenario is expected to generate an unacceptably large cosmological constant 

which must be tuned to zero by hand. This is a problem which plagues all inflationary universe 

models.‖
28
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Third, there is no evidence for the existence of a world ensemble apart from the fine-tuning 

itself. But the fine-tuning is equally evidence for a cosmic designer. Indeed, the hypothesis of a 

cosmic designer is again the better explanation because we have independent evidence of the 

existence of such a designer in the form of the other arguments for the existence of God. 

Fourth, the many worlds hypothesis is guilty of what probability theorists call ―multiplying 

one‘s probabilistic resources without warrant,‖ that is to say, arbitrarily assuming that one has 

more chances than it appears just to increase the odds of getting some result. If we‘re allowed to 

do that, anything can be explained away. For example, a cardplayer who gets four aces every 

time he deals could explain this away by saying that there are an infinite number of universes 

with poker games going on in them, and therefore, in some of them someone always by chance 

gets four aces every time he deals, and—lucky me!—we just happen to be in one of those 

universes. This sort of arbitrary multiplying of one‘s probabilistic resources would render 

rational conduct impossible. 

Thus, the many worlds hypothesis collapses and along with it the alternative of chance, 

which it sought to rescue. Both the natural law alternative and the chance alternative are 

therefore implausible. 

We can summarize this second argument as follows: 

1. The fine-tuning of the universe is due to either law, chance, or design. 

2. It is not due to law or chance. 

3. Therefore, it is due to design. 

What objections might be raised to the alternative of design? According to this hypothesis, a 

cosmic designer exists who fine-tuned the initial conditions of the universe for intelligent life. 

Such a hypothesis supplies a personal explanation of the fine-tuning of the universe. Is this 

explanation implausible? 

Detractors of design sometimes object that the designer himself remains unexplained. It is 

said that an intelligent mind also exhibits complex order, so that if the universe needs an 

explanation, so does its designer. If the designer does not need an explanation, why does the 

universe? 

This popular objection is based on a misconception of the nature of explanation. It is widely 

recognized that in order for an explanation to be the best explanation, one needn‘t have an 

explanation of the explanation (indeed, such a requirement would generate an infinite regress, so 

that everything becomes inexplicable). If the best explanation of a disease is a previously 

unknown virus, doctors need not be able to explain the virus in order to know it caused the 

disease. If archaeologists determine that the best explanation of certain artifacts is a lost tribe of 

ancient people, the archaeologists needn‘t be able to explain the origin of the people in order to 

say justifiably that they produced the artifacts. If astronauts should find traces of intelligent life 

on some other planet, we need not be able to explain such extraterrestrials in order to recognize 

that they are the best explanation. In the same way, believing that the design hypothesis is the 

best explanation of the fine-tuning doesn‘t depend on our ability to explain the designer. 

Moreover, the complexity in a mind is not really analogous to the complexity of the universe. 

A mind‘s ideas may be complex, but a mind itself is a remarkably simple thing, being an 

immaterial entity not composed of parts. Moreover, a mind, in order to be a mind, must have 

certain properties such as intelligence, consciousness, and volition. These are not contingent 

properties that it might lack but are essential to its nature. Therefore, it is difficult to see any 

analogy between the contingently complex universe and a mind. Detractors of design have 
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evidently confused a mind‘s thoughts (which may be complex) with the mind itself (which is 

fairly simple). Postulating an uncreated mind behind the cosmos is thus not at all like postulating 

an undesigned cosmos. 

Some people object to design by pointing to examples of alleged design that we regard as 

evil or hurtful. For example, a deadly bacterium or a tapeworm is a complex entity, but how 

could we ascribe such creatures to a divine designer? 

This objection is simply irrelevant to the design hypothesis, which says nothing about the 

moral qualities of the cosmic designer. A bacterium or even a single flagellum (not to speak of a 

tapeworm) is so fantastically complex an organism that it cannot be explained in terms of natural 

law and chance alone.
29

 What their existence appears to call into question is not the need of a 

designer but the goodness or benevolence of the designer. That is an issue for the next argument 

we shall consider, the moral argument. To think moral considerations call into question the 

hypothesis of design would be to say that thumbscrews or a torture rack does not require the 

existence of an intelligent designer! 

Thus, the design hypothesis does not share in the implausibility of its competitors and is a 

familiar sort of explanation we employ every day. It is, therefore, the best explanation of the 

amazing fine-tuning of our universe. 

GOD MAKES SENSE OF OBJECTIVE MORAL VALUES 

IN THE WORLD 

If God does not exist, then objective moral values do not exist. When I speak of objective 

moral values, I mean moral values that are valid and binding whether anybody believes in them 

or not. Thus, to say, for example, that the Holocaust was objectively wrong is to say that it was 

wrong even though the Nazis who carried it out thought it was right and that it would still have 

been wrong even if the Nazis had won World War II and succeeded in exterminating or 

brainwashing everyone who disagreed with them. Now, if God does not exist, then moral values 

are not objective in this way. 

Many theists and atheists alike concur on this point. For example, Bertrand Russell observed: 

Ethics arises from the pressures of the community on the individual. Man . . . does not always 

instinctively feel the desires which are useful to his herd. The herd, being anxious that the 

individual should act in its interests, has invented various devices for causing the individual‘s 

interest to be in harmony with that of the herd. One of these . . . is morality.
30 

Michael Ruse, a philosopher of science at the University of Guelph, agrees. He explains: 

Morality is a biological adaptation no less than are hands and feet and teeth. Considered as a 

rationally justifiable set of claims about an objective something, ethics is illusory. I appreciate 

that when somebody says ―Love thy neighbor as thyself,‖ they think they are referring above and 
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beyond themselves. Nevertheless, such reference is truly without foundation. Morality is just an 

aid to survival and reproduction . . . and any deeper meaning is illusory.
31 

Friedrich Nietzsche, the great atheist of the last century who proclaimed the death of God, 

understood that the death of God meant the destruction of all meaning and value in life. 

But we must be very careful here. The question here is not, ―Must we believe in God in order 

to live moral lives?‖ I‘m not claiming that we must. Nor is the question, ―Can we recognize 

objective moral values without believing in God?‖ I think that we can. Nor is the question, ―Can 

we formulate an adequate system of ethics without reference to God?‖ So long as we assume that 

human beings have objective moral value, the atheist could probably draft a moral code with 

which the theist would largely agree. 

Rather, the question is, ―If God does not exist, do objective moral values exist?‖ Like Russell 

and Ruse, I don‘t see any reason to think that in the absence of God, the herd morality evolved 

by Homo sapiens is objective. After all, if there is no God, then what‘s so special about human 

beings? They‘re just accidental by-products of nature that have evolved relatively recently on an 

infinitesimal speck of dust lost somewhere in a hostile and mindless universe and that are 

doomed to perish individually and collectively in a relatively short time. According to the 

atheistic view, an action such as rape may not be socially advantageous, and so in the course of 

human development has become taboo, but such a view does absolutely nothing to prove that 

rape is really wrong. It follows, therefore, that there‘s nothing wrong with your raping someone. 

Thus, without God there is no absolute right and wrong that imposes itself on our conscience. 

But the problem (as Francis Beckwith explains in chapter 1) is that objective values do exist, 

and deep down we all know it. There‘s no more reason to deny the objective reality of moral 

values than the objective reality of the physical world. As John Healey, the executive director of 

Amnesty International wrote in a fund-raising letter, ―I am writing you today because I think you 

share my profound belief that there are indeed some moral absolutes. When it comes to torture, 

to government-sanctioned murder, to ‗disappearances‘—there are no lesser evils. These are 

outrages against all of us.‖
32

 Actions such as rape and child abuse aren‘t just socially 

unacceptable behavior—they‘re moral abominations. Some things are really wrong. Similarly, 

love, equality, and self-sacrifice are really good. But if moral values cannot exist without God 

and moral values do exist, then it follows logically and inescapably that God exists. 

We can summarize this argument as follows: 

1. If God does not exist, objective moral values do not exist. 

2. Objective moral values do exist. 

3. Therefore, God exists. 

Again, let us consider possible objections that might be raised against this argument. Some 

atheist philosophers, unwilling to bite the bullet and affirm that acts such as rape or the torture of 

a child are morally neutral actions, have tried to affirm objective moral values in the absence of 

God, thus in effect denying premise 1. Let‘s call this alternative atheistic moral realism. Atheistic 

moral realists affirm that moral values and duties do exist in reality and are not dependent on 

evolution or human opinion, but they insist that they are also not grounded in God. Indeed, moral 

values have no further foundation. They just exist. 
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I must confess that this alternative strikes me as incomprehensible, an example of trying to 

have your cake and eat it too. What does it mean to say, for example, that the moral value justice 

just exists? I understand what it is for a person to be just, but I draw a complete blank when it is 

said that, in the absence of any people, justice itself exists. Moral values seem to exist as 

properties of persons, not as abstractions—or at any rate, I don‘t know what it means for a moral 

value to exist as an abstraction. Atheistic moral realists, seeming to lack any adequate foundation 

in reality for moral values, just leave them floating in an unintelligible way. 

Second, the nature of moral duty or obligation seems incompatible with atheistic moral 

realism. Let‘s suppose for the sake of argument that moral values do exist independently of God. 

Suppose that values such as mercy, justice, love, forbearance, and the like just exist. How does 

that result in any moral obligations for me? Why would I have a moral duty, say, to be merciful? 

Who or what lays such an obligation on me? As the ethicist Richard Taylor points out, ―A duty is 

something that is owed. . . . But something can be owed only to some person or persons. There 

can be no such thing as duty in isolation.‖
33

 God makes sense of moral obligation because his 

commands constitute for us our moral duties. Taylor writes: 

Our moral obligations can . . . be understood as those that are imposed by God. . . . But what if 

this higher-than-human lawgiver is no longer taken into account? Does the concept of a moral 

obligation . . . still make sense? . . . The concept of moral obligation [is] unintelligible apart from 

the idea of God. The words remain but their meaning is gone.
34 

As a nontheist, Taylor, therefore, thinks that we literally have no moral obligations, that there is 

no right or wrong. The atheistic moral realist rightly finds this abhorrent, but, as Taylor clearly 

sees, according to an atheistic view there simply is no ground for duty, even if moral values 

somehow exist. 

Third, it is fantastically improbable that just the sort of creatures would emerge from the 

blind evolutionary process who correspond to the abstractly existing realm of moral values. This 

would be an utterly incredible coincidence. It is almost as though the moral realm knew that we 

were coming. It is far more plausible that both the natural realm and the moral realm are under 

the hegemony or authority of a divine designer and lawgiver than to think that these two entirely 

independent orders of reality just happened to mesh. 

Thus, it seems to me that atheistic moral realism is not a plausible view but is basically a 

halfway house for philosophers who don‘t have the stomach for the moral nihilism or 

meaninglessness that their own atheism implies. 

What, then, about premise 2: Objective moral values do exist? Some people, as we have 

seen, deny that objective moral values exist. I agree with them that if there is no God, then moral 

values are just the products of sociobiological evolution or expressions of personal taste. But I 

see no reason to believe that is the case. Those who think so seem to commit the genetic fallacy, 

which is an attempt to invalidate something by showing how it originated. For example, a 

socialist who tried to refute your belief in democratic government by saying, ―The only reason 

you believe in democracy is that you were raised in a democratic society!‖ would be guilty of the 

genetic fallacy. Even if it were true that your belief is the result of cultural conditioning, that 

does absolutely nothing to show that your belief is false (think of people who have been 

culturally conditioned to believe that the earth is round!). The truth of an idea is not dependent 

on how that idea originated. It‘s the same with moral values. If moral values are discovered 
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rather than invented, then our gradual and fallible apprehension of the moral realm no more 

undermines the objective reality of that realm than our gradual, fallible apprehension of the 

physical world undermines the objective reality of the physical realm. We know objective moral 

values exist because we clearly apprehend some of them. The best way to show this is simply to 

describe moral situations in which we clearly see right and wrong: the abuse of a child, incest, 

rape, ethnic cleansing, racism, witch burning, the Inquisition, and so forth. If someone fails to 

see the objective moral truth about such matters, then he is simply morally handicapped, like a 

color-blind person who cannot tell the difference between red and green, and there‘s no reason to 

think that his impairment should make us call into question what we see clearly. 

From the truth of the two premises, the conclusion follows logically that, therefore, God 

exists. Many atheists have objected to basing moral values in God. Frequently a dilemma known 

as the Euthyphro Argument is presented: Either something is good because God commands it or 

else God commands something because it is good. If you say something is good because God 

commands it, this makes right and wrong arbitrary; God could have commanded that acts of 

hatred, brutality, cruelty, and so on be good, and then we would be morally obligated to do such 

things, which seems crazy. On the other hand, if God commands something because it is good, 

then the good is independent of God after all. Thus, morality can‘t be based on God‘s 

commands. 

Plato himself saw the solution to this objection: You split the horns of the dilemma by 

formulating a third alternative, namely, God is the good. The good is the moral nature of God 

himself. That is to say, God is necessarily holy, loving, kind, just, and so on, and these attributes 

of God comprise the good. God‘s moral character expresses itself toward us in the form of 

certain commandments, which become for us our moral duties. Hence, God‘s commandments 

are not arbitrary but necessarily flow from his own nature. They are necessary expressions of the 

way God is. 

The atheist might press, ―But why think that God‘s nature constitutes the good?‖ In one 

sense, the answer to that question is that there just isn‘t anything else available. There has to be 

some explanatory ultimate, some stopping point, and we‘ve seen that without God there are no 

objective moral values. Therefore, if there are objective moral values, they cannot be based in 

anything but God! In addition, however, God‘s nature is an appropriate stopping point for the 

standard of goodness, for by definition, God is a being who is worthy of worship. When you 

think about what it means to worship someone, then it is evident that only a being who is the 

embodiment of all moral goodness is worthy to be worshiped. 

Thus, God makes sense of ethics in a way that atheism cannot. In addition to the 

metaphysical and scientific arguments for God, therefore, we have a powerful moral argument 

for God. This moral argument also helps to solve the problem raised by the design argument 

concerning the moral character of the designer of the universe. We now see that moral evil in the 

world does not disprove God‘s goodness; on the contrary, it actually proves it. We may argue: 

1. If God does not exist, objective moral values do not exist. 

2. Evil exists. 

3. Therefore, objective moral values exist (some things are truly evil). 

4. Therefore, God exists. 

Thus, evil paradoxically helps to prove God‘s existence, since without God things would not be 

good or evil. Notice that this argument shows the compatibility of God and evil without giving a 

clue as to why God permits evil. That is a separate question that is addressed in chapter 14 by 
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John S. Feinberg and has been addressed by many other theologians.
35

 But even in the absence of 

an answer to the why question, the present argument proves that evil does not call into question 

but actually requires God‘s existence. 

We thus have good grounds for believing in the existence of an all-good, uncaused, timeless, 

changeless, immaterial, personal creator and designer of the universe, which is what most people 

mean by ―God.‖ But what about people who lack the education, resources, or time to 

comprehend these sometimes abstruse reasons for the existence of God? Can they know that God 

exists wholly apart from arguments? I‘m persuaded that they can, for God can be known through 

immediate experience. This was the way people in the Bible knew God, as Professor John Hick 

explains: 

God was known to them as a dynamic will interacting with their own wills, a sheer given reality, 

as inescapably to be reckoned with as destructive storm and life-giving sunshine. . . . They did not 

think of God as an inferred entity but as an experienced reality. . . . To them God was not a 

proposition completing a syllogism, or an idea adopted by the mind, but the experiential reality 

which gave significance to their lives.
36 

For these people, God was not the best explanation of their religious experience and so they 

believed in him; rather, in their religious experience they came to know God directly. 

Philosophers call beliefs such as this ―properly basic beliefs.‖ They aren‘t based on some 

other beliefs; rather, they are part of the foundation of a person‘s system of beliefs. Other 

properly basic beliefs include the belief in the reality of the past, the existence of the external 

world, and the presence of other minds such as your own. When you think about it, none of these 

beliefs can be proven. How could you prove that the world was not created five minutes ago with 

built-in appearances of age, such as food in our stomachs from the breakfasts we never really ate 

and memory traces in our brains of events we never really experienced? How could you prove 

that you are not a brain in a vat of chemicals being stimulated with electrodes by some mad 

scientist to believe that you are here reading this book? How could you prove that other people 

are not really automata who exhibit all the external behavior of persons with minds, when in 

reality they are soul-less, robot-like entities? 

Although these sorts of beliefs are basic for us, that doesn‘t mean they‘re arbitrary. Rather, 

they are grounded in the sense that they‘re formed in the context of certain experiences. In the 

experiential context of seeing and feeling and hearing things, I naturally form the belief that there 

are certain physical objects that I am sensing. Thus, my basic beliefs are not arbitrary but 

appropriately grounded in experience. There may be no way to prove such beliefs, and yet it is 

perfectly rational to hold them. You would have to be crazy to think that the world was created 

five minutes ago or that you are a brain in a vat! Such beliefs are thus not merely basic but 

properly basic. 

In the same way, belief in God is for those who seek him a properly basic belief grounded in 

our experience of God, as we discern him in nature, conscience, and other means. This has an 

important lesson. If, through experiencing God, we can know in a properly basic way that God 

exists, then a real danger exists that proofs for God could actually distract one‘s attention from 

God himself. The Bible promises, ―Draw near to God and he will draw near to you‖ (James 4:8 
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  See Douglas Geivett, Can a Good God Allow Evil? in this same series. 
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  John Hick, introduction to The Existence of God, ed. with an introduction by John Hick, Problems of Philosophy Series (New 
York: Macmillan, 1964), 13–14. 
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RSV). We mustn‘t so concentrate on the proofs for God that we fail to hear the inner voice of God 

speaking to our own heart. For those who listen, God becomes an immediate reality in their lives. 

Someone might object that an atheist or an adherent to some nonpersonal religious faith such 

as Taoism could also claim to know their beliefs in a properly basic way. Certainly, they could 

claim such a thing, but what does that prove? Imagine that you were locked in a room with four 

color-blind people, all of whom claimed that there is no difference between red and green. 

Suppose you tried to convince them by showing them colored pictures of red and green objects 

and asking, ―Can‘t you see the difference?‖ Of course, they would see no difference at all and 

would dismiss your claim to see different colors as delusory. In terms of showing who‘s right, 

there would be a complete standoff. But would their denial of the difference between red and 

green or your inability to show them that you are right do anything either to render your belief 

false or to invalidate your experience? Obviously not! 

In the same way, the person who has actually come to know God as a living reality in his life 

can know with assurance that his experience is no delusion, regardless of what the atheist or 

Taoist tells him.
37

 Still, it remains the case that in such a situation, although the believer may 

know that his belief is true, both parties are at a complete loss to show the truth of his respective 

belief to the other party. How is one to break this deadlock? We should do whatever is feasible to 

find common ground, such as logic and empirical facts, by means of which we can show in a 

noncircular way whose view is correct. For that reason, arguments such as I have given above 

are important, for even if they are not the primary means by which we know that God exists, they 

may be the means by which we can show someone else that God exists. We may know that God 

exists in a properly basic way, and we may try to show that God exists by appeal to the common 

facts of science, ethics, and philosophy. 

In summary, we‘ve seen good reasons to believe God exists, but that conclusion is but the 

first step, albeit a crucial one. The Bible says, ―Whoever would draw near to God must believe 

that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him‖ (Heb. 11:6 RSV). If we have come to 

believe that he exists, we must now seek him, with the confidence that if we do so with our 

whole heart, he will reward us with the personal knowledge of himself. 

FIVE 

WHY I BELIEVE THE GOD OF THE BIBLE IS THE 

ONE TRUE GOD 

                                                           
37

  William Alston, “Religious Diversity and Perceptual Knowledge of God,” Faith and Philosophy 5 (1988): 433–48. 
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NORMAN L. GEISLER 

The devout French philosopher and mathematician Blaise Pascal objected that ―the God of the 

philosophers‖ was not ―the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.‖ Pascal rightly insisted that the 

one true God cannot be known (personally) through the intellect; only faith and divine revelation 

can offer the means for a saving relationship with the Almighty. As a philosopher himself, and a 

man of extraordinary intellect, Pascal seemed to personify a commonly held belief that a great 

gulf exists between faith and intellect. Are the God of reason and the God of revelation truly the 

same being, as Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas claimed? Or is the God of faith in a different 

domain than the God arrived at by rational argument? 

Believers and unbelievers alike have challenged the connection between faith and intellect. 

Tertullian, an early church father, cried out, ―What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? 

What concord is there between the academy and the church? What between heretics and 

Christians?‖
1
 Our task then is to see if the God of the Bible squares with the God of reason. I 

believe the evidence will demonstrate they are one and the same. 

IDENTIFYING THE GOD OF THE BIBLE 

The God of the Bible, as understood by orthodox Christians down through the centuries, 

possesses certain metaphysical attributes that make him readily identifiable: unity, infinity, 

eternality, immutability, necessity, pure actuality, simplicity (indivisibility), omnipotence, 

omnipresence, omniscience, transcendence, and personality (comprised of intellect, feeling, and 

will).
2
 

In addition to these nonmoral (metaphysical) attributes, the God of the Bible is absolutely 

morally perfect, having perfect love, holiness, truthfulness, and justice. These all exist in one and 

only one God in absolute unity. 

GOD‘S PURE ACTUALITY 

Pure actuality means that God is actuality and has no potentiality whatsoever. Everything he 

could be, he is and always was and always will be. He exists but has no potential not to exist. 

This attribute is derived from several others. 

God is pure being with no potential for nonbeing. ―God said to Moses, ‗I AM WHO I AM‘ ‖ 

(Exod. 3:14). ―Jesus answered, ‗before Abraham was born, I am!‘ ‖ (John 8:58). He is pure I 

Am-ness, not ―I was . . .‖ or ―I will be . . . ,‖ but simply ―I AM.‖ 

                                                           
1
  Tertullian, The Prescription against Heretics, 7. 

2
  Some of these attributes (e.g., immutability, eternality, and simplicity) have been challenged by recent evangelicals called 

Neotheists. See Clark Pinnock et al., The Openness of God (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1994). However, they agree 
that God is an eternal, infinite, and necessary being who created the universe out of nothing (ex nihilo), which is all that is 
necessary to establish that the God of the Bible is the one true God. 
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God is also an independent existence who does not depend on anything else for his existence. 

―In the beginning God . . .‖ (Gen. 1:1); ―He is before all things‖ (Col. 1:17); ―Before the 

mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to 

everlasting you are God‖ (Ps. 90:2); ―I am the Alpha and the Omega‖ (Rev. 1:8); ―I am the First 

and the Last‖ (Rev. 1:17); ―And now, Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had 

with you before the world began‖ (John 17:5; cf. 17:24; Rev. 13:8; 17:8). 

God gives existence to everything else that exists. ―In the beginning God created the heavens 

and the earth‖ (Gen. 1:1); ―So God created . . . every living and moving thing‖ (Gen. 1:21); 

―Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made‖ (John 

1:3); ―He himself gives all men life and breath and everything else‖ (Acts 17:25); ―For by him 

all things were created: . . . all things were created by him and for him‖ (Col. 1:16); ―You created 

all things, and by your will they were created‖ (Rev. 4:11). 

Finally, God is a necessary existence. ―He is not served by human hands, as if he needed 

anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else‖ (Acts 17:25); 

―For from him and through him and to him are all things‖ (Rom. 11:36); ―There is but one God, 

the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live; and there is but one Lord, Jesus 

Christ, through whom all things came and through whom we live‖ (1 Cor. 8:6); ―He is before all 

things, and in him all things hold together‖ (Col. 1:17); ―He has spoken to us by his Son, whom 

he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe‖ (Heb. 1:2); ―It was 

fitting that God, for whom and through whom everything exists . . .‖ (Heb. 2:10); ―By your will 

they were created and have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). 

In summation, God is a pure, independent, necessary existence who alone gives existence to 

everything else that exists. As such, his own nonexistence is impossible. That is, he has no 

possibility not to exist. God‘s pure actuality is derived from the fact that he is an uncaused being. 

God is the uncaused cause of all that exists. 

GOD‘S INFINITY 

The biblical basis for God‘s infinity (limitlessness) is found in numerous texts: ―In the 

beginning God created the heavens and the earth‖ (Gen. 1:1); ―But will God really dwell on 

earth? The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you. How much less this temple I 

have built!‖ (1 Kings 8:27); ―Great is our Lord and mighty in power; his understanding has no 

limit‖ (Ps. 147:5); ―Can you probe the limits of the Almighty? They are higher than the 

heavens—what can you do? They are deeper than the depths of the grave—what can you know? 

Their measure is longer than the earth and wider than the sea‖ (Job 11:7–9); ―In the year that 

King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe 

filled the temple‖ (Isa. 6:1); ―Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand, or with the 

breadth of his hand marked off the heavens? Who has held the dust of the earth in a basket, or 

weighed the mountains on the scales and the hills in a balance?‖ (Isa. 40:12); ― ‗For my thoughts 

are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,‘ declares the LORD. ‗As the heavens are 

higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your 

thoughts‘ ‖ (Isa. 55:8–9); ―For this is what the high and lofty One says—he who lives forever, 

whose name is holy‖ (Isa. 57:15); ―This is what the LORD says: ‗Heaven is my throne, and the 

earth is my footstool. Where is the house you will build for me? Where will my resting place be? 

Has not my hand made all these things, and so they came into being?‘ ‖ (Isa. 66:1–2); ―Oh, the 

depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and 
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his paths beyond tracing out!‖ (Rom. 11:33); ―He is before all things, and in him all things hold 

together‖ (Col. 1:17). 

Theologically, God‘s infinity can be inferred from several other attributes. For example, 

infinity follows from pure actuality. Pure actuality has no potency. Potency is what limits 

actuality. Hence, pure actuality has no limits. Infinity also flows from God‘s uncausality, that is, 

the fact that he is the first uncaused cause.
3
 Everything caused is limited, and everything 

uncaused is unlimited (since it has no cause to limit it to what it is). God is uncaused, and 

therefore, must be unlimited (infinite). 

Further, infinity follows from omnipotence. What is omnipotent is infinite in power. But 

God‘s power is identical to his being since he is a simple being (see below). Therefore, God is 

infinite in his being. Infinity also follows from omniscience for the same reason, for an 

omniscient being has no limits on its knowledge. What it knows, it is. A simple being does not 

have knowledge; rather, it is knowledge. Thus, if his knowledge is unlimited, then his being must 

be unlimited, since his knowledge and his being are absolutely one. 

GOD‘S IMMUTABILITY 

The Bible repeatedly declares that God is immutable (unchangeable). Compare the following 

verses: ―God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind‖ 

(Num. 23:19); ―He who is the Glory of Israel does not lie or change his mind; for he is not a 

man, that he should change his mind‖ (1 Sam. 15:29); ―They will perish, but you remain; they 

will all wear out like a garment. . . . But you remain the same, and your years will never end‖ 

(Ps. 102:26–27; cf. Heb. 1:10–12); ―I the LORD do not change. So you, O descendants of Jacob, 

are not destroyed‖ (Mal. 3:6); ―[They] exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images 

made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles‖ (Rom. 1:23); ―God did this so 

that, by two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie . . .‖ (Heb. 6:18); ―. . . 

resting on the hope of eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised before the beginning 

of time‖ (Titus 1:2); ―Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father 

of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows‖ (James 1:17). 

The theological basis for God‘s immutability is firmly established by other attributes. For 

instance, immutability follows from his pure actuality, since pure actuality has no potentiality. 

Whatever changes has the potential to change. Therefore, God cannot change. Immutability also 

follows from his simplicity (see below), since a simple being cannot be divided. But what cannot 

be divided cannot change (since change entails adding or subtracting a part to or from a being). 

A simple being has no parts, and therefore, a simple being cannot change. 

God‘s changelessness also follows from his infinity. An infinite being has no parts, since 

whatever has parts cannot add up to an infinity. No matter how many parts something has, there 

could always be one more. What has no parts cannot change, since to change, something must 

either gain or lose a part. Hence, an infinite being cannot change. Immutability also follows from 

God‘s necessity,
4
 for what a necessary being has, it has necessarily. Therefore, a necessary being 

cannot change. God, then, by his very nature cannot change. 
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  See William Lane Craig’s discussion in chapter 4. 

4
  God’s necessity follows logically from his pure actuality, for pure act has no potential not to exist. And what has no potential 

for nonexistence must exist (necessary existence). Further, necessity follows from aseity, for a self-existent being is an 
independent being. And what has an independent existence is a necessary existence. Finally, God’s necessity follows from his 
uncausality, for what is uncaused exists independently, and what exists independently is a necessary existence. 
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GOD‘S ETERNALITY 

The Bible declares that God is eternal. He was before time, and he created time. Hence, he 

cannot be a part of time, though he can relate to time as its Creator in the way a cause relates to 

its effect. Many verses of Scripture support God‘s eternality: ―God said to Moses, ‗I AM WHO I 

AM‘ ‖ (Exod. 3:14); ―Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the 

world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God‖ (Ps. 90:2); ―For this is what the high and 

lofty One says—he who lives forever‖ (Isa. 57:15); ―No, we speak of God‘s secret wisdom, a 

wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began‖ (1 Cor. 

2:7); ―This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time‖ (2 Tim. 1:9); ―God, 

who does not lie, promised before the beginning of time‖ (Titus 1:2); ―He has spoken to us by 

his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe‖ 

(literally, ―framed the ages‖; Heb. 1:2); ―To the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power 

and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and for evermore! Amen‖ 

(Jude 25). 

The theological grounds for God‘s eternality are found in several other attributes. For 

example, immutability implies eternality, for an immutable being cannot change. But whatever is 

in time changes. Hence, God cannot be in time. God‘s eternality can also be inferred from his 

infinity. An infinite being has no limits, whereas a temporal being has limits. Hence, God is not a 

temporal being. Pure actuality is also a ground for eternality. Pure actuality has no potentiality, 

but whatever is temporal has potentiality. Hence, God is not temporal but eternal. 

GOD‘S ONENESS 

The biblical basis for God‘s unity is found in texts such as the following: ―Hear, O Israel: 

The LORD our God, the LORD is one‖ (Deut. 6:4); ―You shall have no other gods before me‖ 

(Exod. 20:3); ―I am the LORD, and there is no other‖ (Isa. 45:18); ―The most important 

[command] . . . is this: ‗Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one‘ ‖ (Mark 12:29); ―We 

know that an idol is nothing at all in the world and that there is no other God but one‖ (1 Cor. 

8:4); ―For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus‖ (1 

Tim. 2:5). 

Theologically, the unity of God can be argued from other attributes as well. Infinity implies 

there is but one God, for there cannot be two or more infinite beings.
5
 Likewise, pure actuality 

implies there is only one God. In order to have two or more such beings, there would have to be 

some potentiality or limiting factor by which they differed. A God of pure actuality has no 

potentiality whatsoever. Also, the nature of the cosmos implies there is only one God, for the 

cosmos is a uni-verse, not a multi-verse. This is supported by the Anthropic Principle, which 

affirms that from its very inception the entire cosmos was fine-tuned and tweaked so as to make 

the origin of human life possible.
6
 That is, there is a oneness of the universe from the very 

beginning, and oneness of the universe implies one Creator. 

GOD‘S SIMPLICITY 
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  See discussion below. 

6
  See Hugh Ross’s contribution to this book in chapter 8, and John D. Barrow and Frank J. Tipler, The Anthropic Cosmological 

Principle (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
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God‘s simplicity is derived from many affirmations of Scripture, including those that say he 

is absolutely one (see Deut. 6:4; Isa. 45:18; 1 Cor. 8:4), pure actuality (Exod. 3:14; Isa. 40:13–

28; Acts 17:25; Rev. 1:8), and essentially immortal (1 Tim. 1:17; 6:16). 

God‘s absolute oneness means that he cannot be divided. But what cannot be divided is 

indivisible. Hence, God is a simple (indivisible) being. God is also pure actuality (no 

potentiality). But whatever has no potentiality cannot be divided (for there is nothing by which it 

can be divided). What cannot be divided is indivisible. Therefore, God is indivisible. Further, 

God alone is immortal. Our immortality is derived from him (2 Tim. 1:10); his is essential. 

Whatever is essentially immortal is indivisible. Therefore, God is indivisible (simple). God is 

also immutable or unchangeable. He cannot change (Mal. 3:6; Heb. 1:12; James 1:17). Whatever 

cannot change cannot be divided (for division changes a thing). Hence, God is indivisible. God is 

also infinite, and an infinite being cannot be divided. If it could be divided, then finite parts 

would add up to an infinity. But no amount of finite parts can equal an infinity (since one more 

part could always be added). It follows, therefore, that an infinite being cannot be divided; it is 

indivisible (simple). 

GOD‘S PERSONHOOD 

The God of the Bible is a personal God. Personhood is generally understood to include three 

essential characteristics: intellect, feeling, and will. A person can think, feel, and choose. 

GOD CAN THINK 

The God of Scripture has a mind. He is an intelligent and knowing being. In fact, he is all-

knowing (omniscient). His understanding is infinite. ―Great is our Lord and mighty in power; his 

understanding has no limit‖ (Ps. 147:5); ―Be assured that my words are not false; one perfect in 

knowledge is with you‖ (Job 36:4; cf. 37:16); ―He determines the number of the stars and calls 

them each by name‖ (Ps. 147:4); ―I make known the end from the beginning‖ (Isa. 46:10); ―In 

him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out 

everything in conformity with the purpose of his will‖ (Eph. 1:11). 

―You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my 

going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. Before a word is on my tongue 

you know it completely, O LORD‖ (Ps. 139:2–4); ―Nothing in all creation is hidden from God‘s 

sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give 

account‖ (Heb. 4:13); ―Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask 

him‖ (Matt. 6:8); ―Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the 

ground apart from the will of your Father. And even the very hairs of your head are all 

numbered‖ (Matt. 10:29–30); ―Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! 

How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out!‖ (Rom. 11:33); ―How 

precious to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! Were I to count them, 

they would outnumber the grains of sand. When I awake, I am still with you‖ (Ps. 139:17–18). 

GOD CAN FEEL 

Not only can the God of the Bible think, he can feel. He possesses feeling or emotion. Of 

course, since he is unchanging, his feelings are unchanging. For example, he has an unchanging 

feeling of anger toward evil, and he has an unchanging feeling of pleasure toward good. 
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Consider these texts that depict the feelings of God: God‘s Spirit is grieved at sin. ―And do not 

grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption‖ (Eph. 

4:30). Indeed, God expressed his great anger at sin: ―The LORD will never be willing to forgive 

him; his wrath and zeal will burn against that man. All the curses written in this book will fall 

upon him, and the LORD will blot out his name from under heaven‖ (Deut. 29:20); God‘s fury is 

poured out on sin: ―This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‗I am very jealous for Zion; I am 

burning with jealousy for her‘ ‖ (Zech. 8:2). 

Further, God takes pleasure in the death of the righteous. ―Do I take any pleasure in the death 

of the wicked? declares the Sovereign LORD. Rather, am I not pleased when they turn from their 

ways and live?‖ (Ezek. 18:23). Compare Psalm 116:15: ―Precious in the sight of the LORD is the 

death of his saints.‖ God also hates evil and loves good: ―You love righteousness and hate 

wickedness; therefore God, your God, has set you above your companions by anointing you with 

the oil of joy‖ (Ps. 45:7). God takes pleasure in our faith: ―And without faith it is impossible to 

please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards 

those who earnestly seek him‖ (Heb. 11:6). 

GOD HAS A WILL 

In addition to being able to know and feel, God can will, thus completing the triad of 

personal characteristics. Here is a sample of the many verses of Scripture that declare God has 

free choice: ―Then you will be able to test and approve what God‘s will is—his good, pleasing 

and perfect will‖ (Rom. 12:2); ―All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives 

them to each one, just as he determines [wills]‖ (1 Cor. 12:11); ―He predestined us to be adopted 

as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will‖ (Eph. 1:5); ―Here I 

am—it is written about me in the scroll—I have come to do your will, O God‖ (Heb. 10:7); ―You 

are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, 

and by your will they were created and have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). 

GOD‘S TRANSCENDENCE 

The Scriptures declare that God is transcendent over all his creation: ―In the beginning God 

created the heavens and the earth‖ (Gen. 1:1); ―But will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, 

even the highest heaven, cannot contain you. How much less this temple I have built!‖ (1 Kings 

8:27); ―Can you probe the limits of the Almighty? They are higher than the heavens—what can 

you do?‖ (Job 11:7–8); ―O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! You have 

set your glory above the heavens‖ (Ps. 8:1); ―Be exalted, O God, above the heavens; let your 

glory be over all the earth‖ (Ps. 57:5); ―For you, O LORD, are the Most High over all the earth; 

you are exalted far above all gods‖ (Ps. 97:9); ―In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord 

seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple‖ (Isa. 6:1); ―Who 

has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand, or with the breadth of his hand marked off the 

heavens? Who has held the dust of the earth in a basket, or weighed the mountains on the scales 

and the hills in a balance?‖ (Isa. 40:12); ― ‗For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are 

your ways my ways,‘ declares the LORD. ‗As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my 

ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts‘ ‖ (Isa. 55:8–9); ―For this is 

what the high and lofty One says—he who lives forever, whose name is holy‖ (Isa. 57:15); ―This 

is what the LORD says: ‗Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool. Where is the house 

you will build for me? Where will my resting place be? Has not my hand made all these things, 
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and so they came into being?‘ ‖ (Isa. 66:1–2); There is ―one God and Father of all, who is over 

all and through all and in all‖ (Eph. 4:6); ―He is before all things, and in him all things hold 

together‖ (Col. 1:17). 

The transcendence of God is also grounded in several other attributes. For example, God is 

infinite, and creation is finite. But what is infinite is beyond the finite. Hence, God is 

transcendent (beyond the finite universe). God also has majesty, which means he is exalted 

beyond all else. What is exalted beyond all else is transcendent. Thus, it follows that God is 

transcendent. Furthermore, God has sovereignty, that is, he is in control of all creation. But to be 

in control of all creation God must be beyond all creation. What is beyond all creation is 

transcendent. Hence, God is transcendent. 

GOD‘S MORAL PERFECTION  

The Bible declares that God is perfect in his nature (Matt. 5:48), knowledge (Job 36:4), law 

(Ps. 19:7), will (Rom. 12:2), beauty (Ezek. 16:13–14), work (Deut. 32:4), way (2 Sam. 22:31), 

home in heaven (Heb. 9:11), gifts (James 1:17), love (1 John 4:18), goal for believers (Phil. 

3:12–14), and place in Christ for believers (Col. 1:28). In summation, the heavenly Father is 

perfect (Matt. 5:48). 

Support in Scripture for God‘s moral perfection is plentiful: ―He is the Rock, his works are 

perfect, and all his ways are just. A faithful God who does no wrong, upright and just is he‖ 

(Deut. 32:4); ―As for God, his way is perfect; the word of the LORD is flawless‖ (2 Sam. 22:31); 

―It is God who arms me with strength and makes my way perfect‖ (2 Sam. 22:33); ―Do you 

know how the clouds hang poised, those wonders of him who is perfect in knowledge?‖ (Job 

37:16); ―As for God, his way is perfect; the word of the LORD is flawless‖ (Ps. 18:30); ―The law 

of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul‖ (Ps. 19:7); ―The LORD will fulfill [perfect] his purpose 

for me; your love, O LORD, endures forever—do not abandon the works of your hands‖ (Ps. 

138:8); ―O LORD, you are my God; I will exalt you and praise your name, for in perfect 

faithfulness you have done marvelous things, things planned long ago‖ (Isa. 25:1); ―Be perfect, 

therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect‖ (Matt. 5:48); ―Then you will be able to test and 

approve what God‘s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will‖ (Rom. 12:2); ―But when 

perfection comes, the imperfect disappears‖ (1 Cor. 13:10); ―Every good and perfect gift is from 

above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting 

shadows‖ (James 1:17); ―But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom 

. . . will be blessed in what he does‖ (James 1:25); ―There is no fear in love. But perfect love 

drives out fear‖ (1 John 4:18). 

There is also a theological basis for God‘s moral perfection. First of all, knowledge of the 

imperfect implies the perfect. We know what is imperfect. But this would not be possible unless 

we knew what is perfect. Hence, there must be a perfect (called God). Likewise, God‘s 

metaphysical attributes demand that God‘s perfection is absolute. As we have seen, God‘s nature 

is morally perfect. But God is infinite and necessary by nature. Hence, God is infinitely and 

necessarily morally perfect. 

In summation, according to the Bible there is one, transcendent, personal, infinite, eternal, 

self-existent, immutable, morally perfect God who is the first uncaused cause of everything else 

that exists. 
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DISTINGUISHING THE GOD OF THE BIBLE 

FROM OTHER VIEWS OF GOD 

The God described in the Bible is the God of theism or monotheism. Certain characteristics 

distinguish him from the other major views of God, which are briefly described below. 

Many pantheists deny the personhood of God, whereas the God of theism has a will. All 

pantheists deny his transcendence, reducing God to his immanence by claiming he is in the 

universe but not also beyond it. While theism affirms that God is over all, pantheism claims God 

is all. Unlike the God of pantheism, the theistic God does not create out of necessity but out of 

liberty. He did not make the world because he had to but because he wanted to. John wrote, 

―You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all 

things, and by your will they were created and have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). 

In contrast to deism, the theistic God not only supernaturally created the world, he also 

supernaturally intervenes in the world. Because he is sovereign and transcendent over the world, 

he can by his omnipotence perform miracles in the world. Furthermore, unlike the God of deism 

the theistic God sustains the world in existence. ―In him all things hold together‖ (Col. 1:17). 

Indeed, ―the Son is the radiance of God‘s glory and the exact representation of his being, 

sustaining all things by his powerful word‖ (Heb. 1:3). By him all things came to be, and by him 

all things continue to be (Rev. 4:11). 

Since the God of the Bible is infinite and all-powerful, he is distinct from all forms of finite 

godism and dualism. The theistic God is neither finite nor impotent. 

While pantheists claim God is all, panentheists insist God is in all. They claim God is 

bipolar, having both an actual pole and a potential pole. Classical theists, by contrast, claim that 

God has only one pole—pure actuality. Likewise, the theistic God is immutable and eternal, 

whereas the panentheistic God is changeable and temporal. 

The God of the Bible is one God, not many. He and he alone is God. There are no others. 

Thus, he stands uniquely and in stark contrast to polytheism, the belief in many gods. 

In summary, the God of Scripture is unique. Only he possesses certain characteristics that no 

other being has, such as infinity, eternality, absolute simplicity, pure actuality, necessity, 

sovereignty, transcendence, and absolute oneness. With these biblical attributes of God in mind, 

we turn now to the final question: Is the God of the Bible the one true God? In other words, are 

there good reasons to believe that the God who exists is one and the same with the God described 

in the Bible? 

IDENTIFYING THE GOD OF THE BIBLE AND THE GOD 

OF REASON 

In order to show it is reasonable to believe the God of the Bible is the God who actually 

exists, two things are necessary: (1) to provide good reasons that a theistic God (who possesses 

the unique characteristics previously described) actually exists, and (2) to show that there cannot 

be two such beings. 

The first of these two premises was demonstrated convincingly by William Lane Craig in 

chapter 4 of this book. We can be confident that the theistic God exists because there is good 
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philosophical and scientific evidence for his existence. This evidence is commonly divided into 

three arguments for God‘s existence: the cosmological, moral, and teleological arguments. 

THE COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS FOR GOD‘S EXISTENCE 

This demonstration of God‘s existence begins with the cosmos and the cause of it. Two basic 

forms are used. 

The horizontal cosmological argument. First, a horizontal form argues from a beginning of 

the universe to a beginner (cause). This is called the kalam (Arabic: eternal) cosmological 

argument.
7
 It reasons as follows: (1) Whatever had a beginning had a cause; (2) the universe had 

a beginning; (3) therefore, the universe had a cause. In support of the second premise, it offers 

both scientific and philosophical arguments. Scientifically, it appeals to the evidence for the big 

bang origin of the universe such as the Second Law of Thermodynamics (the universe is running 

out of useable energy and, hence, cannot be eternal). Philosophically, it argues that there cannot 

be an infinite number of moments before today because an infinite cannot be traversed. If there 

were an infinite number of moments before today, then today would never have arrived, but it 

has. 

The vertical cosmological argument. There are also vertical forms of the cosmological 

argument. Two noted ones are as follows.
8
 

The argument from contingency begins with a contingent being that now exists. Since its 

nonexistence is possible, it needs something to account for the fact that it exists rather than does 

not exist. But it cannot depend on other contingent beings for its existence, for they too need a 

cause for their existence. Hence, there must be at least one noncontingent (i.e., necessary) being 

that exists as the cause of all contingent beings that exist. To put it another way, if only 

contingent beings exist—and they could all not exist—then nonexistence could be the cause of 

existence, which is absurd.
9
 Nothing comes from nothing. 

Another form of the vertical cosmological argument goes like this: (1) Changing beings 

exist; (2) whatever changes passes from potentiality to actuality; (3) but no potentiality can 

actualize itself; (4) therefore, there must ultimately be a first unactualized actualizer who 

actualizes the existence of everything else that exists. In other words, a supernatural first cause 

exists who brought this natural world into existence and keeps it in existence. That is to say, the 

entire space-time universe came into existence out of nothing and would go back into nothing 

were it not kept in existence by a cause that cannot cease to exist. In short, there is both an 

originator and sustainer of all else that exists. 

From these arguments several things can be rationally inferred about God. First, he is eternal 

(beyond time), since he created time. Time had a beginning, since there cannot be an infinite 

number of moments before today. If there were, then today would never have come, since an 

infinite cannot be traversed. But today has come, and therefore, time had a beginning. God has 

no beginning, and therefore, is not in time. He is before all time. That is to say, God is eternal 

(not temporal).
10

 

                                                           
7
  See William Lane Craig, The Kalam Cosmological Argument (London: Macmillan, 1979). 

8
  See Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1.2.3. 

9
  If all beings that exist are contingent, then they could all not exist. But if they did, then nonexistence could have been the 

cause of their existence. But nothing cannot produce something. It takes something to produce something. 
10

  Of course, since God created the temporal world, he can relate to time without being in time, the same way the Creator can 
relate to his creation without being a creature. 
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Second, he must be infinite since he made the entire finite universe. If everything finite has a 

cause, then the first cause of everything finite cannot be finite, otherwise it too would need a 

cause. The first cause has no cause. Hence, it must be infinite. 

Third, the theistic God has aseity (self-existence), since he is the first uncaused cause for 

everything else that exists. He is also the necessary ground of all contingent beings. 

Fourth, this God must also have necessity. An uncaused being must exist of necessity, since it 

does not depend on anything else for its existence. Indeed, it existed when nothing else did prior 

to creation. If a necessary being did not exist, then contingent beings could not exist, for 

everything cannot be contingent. If everything were, then everything could not exist, and since 

something does exist, then nothing could have caused something, which is absurd. 

Fifth, the cause of all finite perfections must itself be infinitely perfect. It must be infinite, 

since all finite beings need a cause that is not finite. And it must be infinitely perfect, since 

whatever perfections it has, it must have perfectly. The only way perfection can exist in an 

infinite being is to exist infinitely, for everything must exist in a being in accordance with its 

mode of being. For example, perfections in a finite being must exist finitely, and perfections in 

an infinite being must exist infinitely. Therefore, God must be an infinitely perfect being. 

There are two basic reasons why perfection must be attributed to God: (1) We know there is 

imperfection, but it is not possible to know what is imperfect unless there is a perfect by which 

we can measure it; (2) there are moral perfections in creatures (such as goodness, love, 

truthfulness), but the creature (effect) possesses only perfections the creator (cause) gives it. A 

cause cannot give what it hasn‘t got. It cannot produce any positive perfection it does not 

possess.
11

 It cannot share what it does not have to share. Thus, he who causes good must be 

good. The creatures have goodness, but the Creator is goodness. 

THE MORAL ARGUMENT FOR GOD‘S EXISTENCE 

The moral argument states: (1) There is an absolute moral law; (2) all absolute moral laws 

must have an absolute moral lawgiver; (3) therefore, there is an absolute moral lawgiver. In 

support of the crucial first premise, the theist points to the following evidence. (1) We cannot 

know injustice unless we know what justice is; (2) we cannot measure the progress (or lack of it) 

of society unless there is a standard outside society by which we can measure it; (3) if there is no 

objective moral law, then no real moral disagreement can ever be possible; (4) the fact that we do 

know Mother Teresa was better than Adolf Hitler reveals an objective standard by which we are 

making the comparison. In short, if there is even one absolute moral law, then there must be an 

absolute moral lawgiver. 

THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT FOR GOD‘S EXISTENCE 

The teleological argument begins with design in the world and argues to a designer beyond 

the world. The traditional form of this argument, following William Paley, states: (1) Every 

watch has a watchmaker; (2) the world is more complex than a watch; (3) hence, the world must 

have had a world maker.
12

 

                                                           
11

  Of course, God can make a finite being, and he is infinite. But finitude is not being; it is a mode or condition under which a 
finite being has being. The same is true of contingency, createdness, and so on. Since the uncreated cannot make another 
uncreated being, it follows that only created beings can be created.  
12

  See William Paley, Evidence of Christianity (London, 1851). 
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Two important discoveries in modern science have given new life to this old argument: 

microbiology and the Anthropic Principle. Michael Behe has forcefully argued that there are 

several examples of cellular functions that could not have been formed gradually by any natural 

process, including cilium, vision, blood clotting, or any complex biochemical process.
13

 ―Other 

examples of irreducible complexity abound, including aspects of DNA reduplication, electron 

transport, telomere synthesis, photosynthesis, transcription regulation, and more.‖
14

 From these 

facts, Behe makes a bold conclusion: 

The result of these cumulative efforts to investigate the cell—to investigate life at the molecular 

level—is a loud, clear, piercing cry of ―design!‖ The result is so unambiguous and so significant 

that it must be ranked as one of the greatest achievements in the history of science.
15 

GOOD REASONS TO AFFIRM THE GOD OF THE BIBLE IS THE GOD WHO TRULY EXISTS 

Now that the God of the Bible and the God of theistic arguments are known to share many of 

the same unique characteristics, it remains to demonstrate that they must be one and the same 

God. Three arguments emerge, the first two of which are based on the unique characteristics of 

God held by all theists. 

THERE CANNOT BE TWO INFINITE GODS 

Both the Bible and the cosmological argument used to establish God‘s existence show that he 

is infinite. But there cannot be two infinite beings. Therefore, both the God of the Bible and the 

God of rational theism are one and the same being. Further, the God of theism has been shown 

by good reason to actually exist. Hence, the God described in the Bible actually exists.
16

 

The burden of this argument rests on the premise that it is impossible to have two infinite 

beings. To argue that there are two infinite beings is like claiming there are two alls. But there 

can only be one all. It is like claiming there are two supremes, when it is obvious that only one 

being can be supreme. Or more precisely, infinite means without limits. If there are two beings, 

then one is limited by the other in some way. But an infinite cannot be limited by another, since 

it is unlimited by its very nature. Hence, there can be only one infinite (limitless) being. 

THERE CANNOT BE TWO ABSOLUTELY PERFECT GODS 

In like manner, there cannot be two absolutely perfect beings. In order to have two beings, 

one must differ from the other, otherwise they would be the same. In order to differ in perfection, 

however, one being would have to have a perfection that the other did not have. The one that 

lacked this perfection would not be absolutely perfect, since it would be lacking in perfection. 

Therefore, there can be only one absolutely perfect being. If the God of the Bible is absolutely 

perfect as is the God of the moral argument, then they are one and the same God. 

THERE CANNOT BE TWO PURE ACTUALITIES 
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  Michael J. Behe, Darwin’s Black Box (New York: Free Press, 1996), 187. 
14

  Ibid., 160. 
15

  Ibid., 232–33. 
16

  This argument does not show that everything said about this God in the Bible is true. It merely demonstrates that the kind of 
God described in the Bible actually exists. 



 
41 

Another attribute shared by both the God of the Bible and the God of rational theism is pure 

actuality. Reason demands that God cannot have any potentiality in his being. If he did, then he 

would need a cause, since no potency is self-actualizing. But he needs no cause, since he is the 

first cause. He is self-existent, independent of all other beings. Thus, the God of the 

cosmological argument must be pure existence (actuality), as the great theists claimed he was.
17

 

Pure actuality is absolutely unique. There cannot be two such beings, for the only way for 

one being to differ in essence from another being is by potentiality. That is, one being has a 

potential (to be something) that the other does not have. But a being of pure actuality has no 

potentiality whatsoever.
18

 Hence, it cannot differ from another being of pure actuality. 

Thus, there can be one and only one being who is pure actuality, such as both the God of 

reason and the God of Scripture are known to be. 

CONCLUSION 

In response to Pascal, the God of revelation is the same as the God of reason. Revelation and 

reason are simply two different ways to approach the same God. As Paul Tillich observed, one is 

approaching the same ultimate in two different ways.
19

 Two mountain climbers can approach the 

same peak from different directions. In reality, there is only one absolute ―peak‖—an infinite, 

absolutely perfect being. Thus, the God described in the Bible and the God concluded from the 

cosmological, moral, and teleological arguments are one and the same. And since these 

arguments give us good reason to believe that such a God exists, it is reasonable to conclude that 

the God of the Bible does indeed exist. We can know with confidence that the God of Abraham, 

Moses, the Prophets, and the New Testament writers is the one true God, the same one who is 

known to exist. 

PART 3 
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  See St. Augustine, City of God, 8.6; 11:10; Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1.3.1–3. 
18

  God has power he has not used, but he has no capacity that is not actualized. In fact, he has nothing that has been 
actualized. He is the unactualized actuality and actualizer of all other things. 
19

  See Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), 1.18–28.  
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WHY 

I BELIEVE 

IN MIRACLES 

Miracles are reported in Scripture, at least in part, to bolster faith in God. Yet miracles are often 

deemed a serious problem, an intellectual obstacle to embracing the Christian faith. This is a 

curious irony. That which was intended to give birth to faith seems occasionally to hinder it. 

One can understand how the authors of Scripture, as mere men, might have miscalculated the 

value of miracle accounts. But how could God have made such a clumsy mistake? And why 

would God begin his Gospels, his all-important good news to the human race, with the incredible 

story of a virgin birth, a huge stumbling block to so many would-be believers in Jesus? Wouldn‘t 

the story sell better if it were more plausible, a story with fewer miracles and more solid 

teaching? Perhaps the explanation for this problem lies in the fact that the story of Jesus was 

written for a bygone age, an age in which faith came easily, unlike our own. If this is the case, it 

would certainly make sense to modernize the story of Jesus by eliminating the miracles. 

Denying miracles and rewriting the Gospels would make good sense if the record about Jesus 

were simply a story. But it‘s not. It‘s history, or so it clearly purports to be. The context, tone, 

and style of the accounts of miracles in the New Testament are undeniably those of a historian‘s 

report, not a storyteller‘s yarn. (See chapter 9.) 

As such, miracles truly are a problem, for they are simply unavoidable to the person drawn to 

Jesus. There is no Jesus without miracles, no Christianity without the miraculous. And either 

God planned it that way or the Gospel writers were extraordinarily devious and/or evil men. 

Naturally, we contend that God planned it that way. He requires thoroughgoing assent to his 

omnipotence and his active role in human history (i.e., a theistic worldview) as part and parcel of 

the salvation he freely bestows. The gift of salvation in Jesus, like a beautiful Christmas present, 

is tied up in a ribbon of miracles. Grab hold of Christ‘s miracles and salvation is at hand. 

So it is that the importance of miracles in Christianity can hardly be overstated. Our task in 

this section of the book begins with demonstrating that miracles, in principle, are both possible 

and believable. Dr. R. Douglas Geivett explains in chapter 6 why the philosophical arguments 

against miracles don‘t stand up to serious scrutiny, and why belief in miracles is quite 

reasonable. 

Dr. Gary Habermas provides historical and textual evidence for Jesus‘ miraculous healings, 

exorcisms, and nature miracles and then presents impressive evidence for the capstone of 

Christ‘s miracles, his resurrection from the dead. Focusing on the words and life of the apostle 

Paul, Habermas presents a fresh approach to analyzing the compelling historical evidence that 

Christ rose bodily from the dead. 
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Finally, astronomer Hugh Ross demonstrates in chapter 8 how recent scientific evidence for 

the first and greatest of miracles, divine creation, is so overwhelming as to make theism the most 

viable option for the scientifically astute. Upon closer examination of ―the beginning,‖ we find it 

is not Moses (the proponent of exquisite design) but Darwin (the proponent of colossal chance) 

who calls us to make a giant leap of faith. 

SIX 

WHY I BELIEVE IN THE POSSIBILITY OF 

MIRACLES 

R. DOUGLAS GEIVETT 

Though belief in the miraculous persists today, such belief is judged by many to be a scandal of 

prodigious proportions. The fact that belief in miracles is itself a kind of miracle is precisely 

what philosopher J. L. Mackie meant by the title of his book The Miracle of Theism. He explains: 

The word ―miracle‖ originally meant only something surprising or marvellous. . . . [The title of 

my book] echoes Hume‘s ironic remark that the Christian religion cannot be believed without a 

miracle by any reasonable person. . . . Theistic belief in general is no miracle. . . . But I hope to 

show that its continuing hold on the minds of many reasonable people is surprising enough to 

count as a miracle in at least the original sense.
1 

Given the current climate of opinion, it would seem those bent on affirming the miraculous 

have some explaining to do. What accounts for this benighted outlook, this credulous propensity 

to believe that miracles actually happen? 

Some conclude that continued belief in the supernatural is little more than a hankering for the 

mysterious, a quaint nostalgia for the spiritual, a grasping for respite from the sterilizing forces 
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  J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), 11–12. 
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of modernity.
2
 Bemused skeptics with this cast of mind reflexively assume the following posture: 

Supernaturalism among the unrefined is at best harmlessly—perhaps even pleasingly—old-

fashioned; among the intelligentsia it is merely eccentric. In any case, it is not to be taken 

seriously. Belief in miracles is no more reasonable than belief in Sasquatch, Cyclops, Medusa, 

griffins, pixies, trolls, or the Loch Ness Monster. 

This type of response does not bother with a consideration of the reasons one might have, 

even in our day, for believing in miracles. What these reasons might be holds no interest for this 

sort of skeptic. Rather, they see nothing more than a question for the sociologist or the 

psychologist to answer: Why do people believe such incredible things? Critics who adopt this 

attitude tend to engage in ridicule rather than to offer sober-minded argument when confronted 

with belief in the miraculous. For them, it is an ineluctable given that miracles do not happen. 

Thus, belief in miracles is a source of amusement; it is not something to investigate with an open 

mind. 

Not all who marvel at belief in the miraculous are so casually dismissive. There are those 

who reckon that a real difference exists between the exotic mythological predilections shared by 

denizens of hickdom and sincere belief in miracles on the part of more with-it folk. Traditional 

believers in the miraculous are not in general myth-mongering types. They exhibit no 

conspicuous penchant for the bizarre. Their one peculiarity is their conviction that sometimes 

events happen, or have happened, that are, in the words of Christian philosopher William Alston, 

―acts of God in a way in which most happenings are not.‖
3
 The rank of true believers includes 

otherwise sane, sensible, intelligent—even erudite—people. Some are even philosophers of high 

reputation, Alston being a notable example. At least their belief in miracles, even if ultimately 

unfounded, must be taken seriously. How do these people manage to sustain the solid conviction 

that miracles have happened? Here the sentiment is far from dismissive, and those who share this 

sentiment feel obliged to set forth reasons to doubt the reality of miracles. 

Skeptics of our day, therefore, typically adopt one of two postures, each exhibiting in a 

different way the attitude that belief in miracles is unreasonable. One posture is dismissive; the 

other is argumentative. 

My aim here is to defend what initially appears to be a very modest proposition, so modest, 

in fact, that some will no doubt wonder whether it is worthy of sustained effort. The proposition 

is this: Miracles are possible. I believe in the possibility of miracles. But the mere possibility of 

miracles is really not of much interest. The truly interesting and momentous question about 

miracles is whether they are actual. I accept that. 

Still, in defense of my more limited project, I have three things to say. First, it is not ―the 

mere possibility of miracles‖ that I wish to defend. What I mean by this will become clear later. 

Second, I am interested in the possibility that a miracle could actually be identified as such and 

thus function as a sign of God‘s action in the world.
4
 Third, those who affirm the actuality of 

miracles should be prepared to answer the objector who argues that miracles are not so much as 

possible. 

                                                           
2
  See, for example, Nicholas Humphrey, Leaps of Faith: Science, Miracles, and the Search for Supernatural Consolation (New 
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3
  William P. Alston, “God’s Action in the World,” in Divine and Human Language: Essays in Philosophical Theology (Ithaca, N.Y.: 

Cornell University Press, 1989), 207. 
4
  For a positive account of “The Evidential Value of Miracles,” see my essay by that title in In Defense of Miracles: A 

Comprehensive Case for God’s Action in History, ed. R. Douglas Geivett and Gary R. Habermas (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity 
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To appreciate the force of skepticism of the more respectable argumentative variety, we need 

to ask, What is it that is so bewildering about persistent belief in the miraculous by intelligent 

people? But first we need a finer-grained characterization of skepticism about the miraculous. 

VARIETIES OF SKEPTICISM ABOUT MIRACLES 

Of the many varieties of skepticism about miracles, I shall distinguish only five. Consider, 

first, the following two propositions: 

1. Miracles are possible. 

2. Miracles are actual (i.e., miracles have actually occurred). 

For each proposition, an individual may either believe the proposition, deny the proposition, 

or withhold judgment and remain neutral or agnostic. In general, denials of and agnosticism 

about propositions are two different ways of being skeptical. Since we are dealing with two 

propositions here, there are several specific attitudes one could take about the two propositions in 

relation to each other. 

The most straightforward cases are: 

• One may affirm (that is, believe) both 1 and 2. 

• One may deny both 1 and 2. 

• One may withhold judgment about both 1 and 2. 

But there are other options as well: 

• One may affirm 1 and withhold judgment about 2. 

• One may affirm 1 and yet deny 2. 

• One may affirm 1 and withhold judgment about 2. 

Two theoretical possibilities are unlikely: 

• That one would deny 1 and yet affirm 2 (or deny 1 and be agnostic about 2). 

• That one would withhold judgment about 1 and yet affirm 2. 

Of these various combinations of attitudes about propositions 1 and 2, five are cases of 

skepticism about miracles: 

a. the denial that miracles are possible, and the denial that they are actual 

b. the belief that miracles are possible, but the denial that they are actual 

c. agnosticism about whether miracles are possible, but the denial that they are actual 

d. the belief that miracles are possible, but agnosticism about whether they are actual 

e. agnosticism about whether miracles are possible, and agnosticism about whether they are 

actual 

In the first three cases, the actuality of miracles is patently denied. Of these, the strongest 

variety of skepticism is the first, in which the very possibility of miracles is denied. This denial 

may well figure into the denial of the actuality of miracles. 
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Notice, however, that denial of the actuality of miracles in cases b and c does not at all 

depend on the attitude taken with respect to the possibility of miracles. Cases b and c have 

something in common with each other that distinguishes them from case a: Both deny that 

miracles are actual, and both hold that if miracles are possible then they are merely possible. 

What distinguishes b and c is degree of conviction about the possibility of miracles. But in their 

agreement that miracles are not actual, they also agree about the sense of the term possible in 

proposition 1. Type-b and type-c skepticism both hold that miracles are no more than possible. 

So we could say that proposition 1 is ambiguous. It may mean two different things because 

the term possible has more than one sense. We may, as it were, ―dis-ambiguate‖ proposition 1 by 

specifying a different sense of possible in each case as follows: 

1a. Miracles are possible, and it remains an open question whether they are actual. 

1b. Miracles are merely possible, such that they are not actual. 

In type-b cases of skepticism about miracles, 1b is affirmed. But 1b entails that 1a is false. So 

anyone who affirms 1b implicitly denies 1a. The type-b skeptic will deny 1a. 

In type-c cases of skepticism, things are a bit more complicated, but a parallel point can be 

made. In type-c cases, 1b is not affirmed, but neither is it denied. Rather, judgment about 1b is 

withheld. But remember, in type-c cases, proposition 2 is denied. This means that the type-c 

skeptic affirms the following conditional proposition: 

3. If miracles are possible, then they are merely possible, such that they are not actual. 

So whether the skeptic affirms 1b or 3, he holds that miracles are, at best, merely possible. 

Type-c skeptics are not free to affirm 1b, as type-b skeptics do. But type-b skeptics are free to 

affirm 3. This is because type-b skeptics and type-c skeptics are both committed to the thesis that 

miracles are no more than possible at best. Thus, I shall hereafter treat type-b and type-c 

skepticism together, under the label ―type-b/c skepticism.‖ Though this is not equivalent to 

denying the very possibility of miracles, it nevertheless is a pretty robust form of skepticism 

about miracles. 

Varieties of skepticism d and e are special and more moderate than the others I have 

described. And d is more moderate than e. In contrast to skepticism of types a, b, and c, neither 

d-type nor e-type skepticism denies that miracles are actual. 

With type e, skepticism extends to both propositions 1 and 2, but it is skepticism of the 

agnostic variety. Type-e skepticism resembles type-c skepticism in being agnostic about the 

possibility of miracles. The peculiarities of this dimension of type-e skepticism resemble those of 

type-c agnosticism about proposition 1, and for our purposes requires no further elaboration here. 

With respect to its agnosticism about proposition 2, type-e skepticism can be subdivided. But 

since the same sort of division results for type-d skepticism, and since the distinction to be made 

in this regard is more salient with respect to type-d skepticism, this division is explained next in 

the exposition of type d. (The reason why this division is more salient in the case of type-d 

skepticism is that type-e agnosticism about proposition 2 is of little practical significance given 

its agnosticism about proposition 1. And because its attitude toward proposition 1 parallels that 

of type-c skepticism, type-e skepticism has little to commend itself as a peculiar variety of 

skeptical challenge to belief in miracles.) 

Skepticism of variety d is also agnostic, but its scope is more limited than that of type-e 

skepticism. Type-d skepticism about miracles subdivides. The first variety, type d1, is 

incorrigibly committed to agnosticism about 2. In other words, the type-d1 skeptic is resolved to 
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remain agnostic about proposition 2. This sort of skeptic is an intransigent agnostic. But this 

intransigence is principled rather than merely a feature of the type-e skeptic‘s psychology. His 

agnostic intransigence regarding proposition 2 has to do with the conditions he stipulates for 

rational belief in miracles and his judgment that these conditions cannot be satisfied. I‘ll return to 

this point later. 

The other variety, type-d2 skepticism, is less severe in its attitude toward proposition 2, 

remaining open to the possibility of rational belief in the actuality of miracles. The type-d2 

skeptic does not foreclose on the possibility of eventually rationally concluding that miracles 

have occurred. His outlook is that although belief in the actuality of miracles is not presently 

justified, it could come to be justified, or it could in principle be justified even if it never in fact 

comes to be justified.
5
 

One more point of clarification is needed. Earlier I pointed out that it is no part of my 

objective to defend ―the mere possibility of miracles.‖ It should now be clear what I mean by 

that. I am interested in defending what I shall call the serious possibility of miracles. 

In summation, type-a skeptics deny the very possibility of miracles. Type-b and type-c 

skeptics concur in affirming the mere possibility of miracles; it is their joint claim (that miracles 

are no more than possible) that is most poignantly at stake in assessing both of these types of 

skepticism. The primary force of type-e skepticism is indistinguishable from the special force of 

type-c skepticism. It turns out, then, that three general types of skepticism are most worthy of 

close attention, if belief in the serious possibility of miracles, not to mention belief in their 

actuality, is to be deemed rational. In descending order of severity, they are: type a (Miracles are 

not even possible; still less are they actual); type b/c (Miracles are at best merely possible; they 

certainly are not actual); and type d (Miracles are possible, but it is uncertain whether they are 

actual). 

THE SCIENTIFIC MOTIVATION FOR SKEPTICISM 

ABOUT MIRACLES 

Let us now return to that imperious question posed earlier. What is so bewildering about 

persistent belief in the miraculous by intelligent people? Some answers that come to mind don‘t 

take us very far. It isn‘t just that our ordinary powers of perception are too limited to be able to 

detect a miracle. And it isn‘t primarily that testimonial evidence is unable to justify acceptance of 

miracle reports contained in ancient documents. 

The problem goes deeper. It has to do with a significant shift in habits of mind. In particular, 

it has to do with the rise, development, and success of science. As social anthropologist Claude 

Lévi-Strauss, speaking of the progress of science during the twentieth century, has observed, 

                                                           
5
  This places us in the neighborhood of other distinctions leading to the identification of yet more varieties of skepticism about 

miracles. The main difference is between (1) those skeptics who allow that an actual event could prove to be miraculous on the 
basis of historical evidence that is in some sense available but so far not yet fully appreciated or known, and (2) those skeptics 
who allow that testimonial and historical evidence could in principle support belief in the actuality of miracles but suppose or 
suspect that the actual testimonial and historical evidence that exists is such that it does not support belief in the actuality of 
miracles. 



 
48 

―Not only has [science] enlarged and transformed our vision of life and the universe enormously: 

it has also revolutionized the rules by which the intellect operates.‖
6
 

More than anything else, the revolutionary transformation of intellectual life, brought about 

by the steady advance of science, threatens to make a casualty of religious belief, and especially 

belief in the miraculous. Modern men and women march stridently into the twenty-first century 

armed with the means of explaining, predicting, and controlling the phenomena of the natural 

world to a previously unimaginable degree. As Roger Trigg remarks, the impressive track record 

of science tempts us to suppose that ―success in reasoning can only be obtained through 

science.‖
7
 

When science first came to be perceived as the singular source of knowledge, intellectual 

humility was limited to the acknowledgment that scientific progress may have to be sustained 

interminably, that the ideal of a complete science will always lie beyond our reach. Even if 

science is the sole means of tracking the truth, the ideals of science may not be completely 

realizable, given the vastness of the world yet to be understood and explained. T. H. Huxley 

wrote in 1887, ―The known is finite, the unknown infinite; intellectually we stand on an islet of 

an illimitable ocean of inexplicability. Our business in every generation is to reclaim a little more 

land.‖
8
 The envisioned means of reclamation, of course, is science. But for Huxley, living back 

in the nineteenth century, the ideal of a comprehensive scientific explanation for everything was 

very nearly a pipe dream. The prospect of charting all unknown territory was jinxed by the sheer 

infinitude of the unknown. 

Today, the spell is all but broken. Almost exactly one hundred years after Huxley‘s remark, 

Stephen W. Hawking—with the publication of his book A Brief History of Time—dreamily 

announced the real prospect of eventually discovering a theory of everything.
9
 With such a 

discovery, Hawking said in an interview at the time his book was released, continued work in 

physics would be ―like mountaineering after Everest.‖
10

 

True, not all physicists expect the end of physics as forecast by Hawking, and Hawking 

himself is now more guarded in his optimism that we will one day come to ―know the mind of 

God‖ through science.
11

 Still, incautious forecastings of a scientific theory of everything 

intensify suspicion of the miraculous and spread it to the masses, who are little prepared to assess 

the force of these extravagant claims. 

Whatever one makes of the realizability of the scientific ideal, there is widespread suspicion 

that belief in miracles conflicts with our commitment to the ideals of science. This is the primary 

inspiration for skepticism about the miraculous. But we are still left with a pretty vague idea 

about what it is that engenders the sort of skepticism delineated in the previous section. For the 

requisite clarification, we must look to the philosophical underpinnings of a-type, b/c-type, and 

d-type skepticism. 
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THE PHILOSOPHICAL BASIS FOR SKEPTICISM 

ABOUT MIRACLES 

H. D. Lewis has written, ―Few will doubt that the idea of miracle presents many problems. 

The main way in which philosophy comes into these appears when we ask what could be meant 

by a ‗miracle‘ or how would anyone recognize a miracle if one were to happen?‖
12

 

These two questions get to the heart of the matter. They put us in touch with the basic 

rationale for a-type, b/c-type, and d-type skepticism. And they are indeed philosophical. Science 

is in no position to speak authoritatively on these questions. Indeed, which branch of science 

could provide answers to these questions? 

The two questions stated by Lewis are closely related. Martin Curd clarifies their relation: 

There are two distinct kinds of philosophical questions about miracles: (1) What are miracles? 

and (2) When, if ever, would we be rationally justified in believing of an event that it is 

miraculous? Any answer to the second, epistemological, question presupposes an answer to the 

first, conceptual, question. Similarly, adopting a particular conception of the miraculous is likely 

to have epistemological implications.
13 

Curd calls the first question the conceptual question; the second he calls the epistemological 

question. There are at least two constraints on a satisfactory answer to the conceptual question. 

First, miracles must be defined in a way that is conceptually coherent. Second, miracles must be 

defined in such a way that it is in principle possible to identify an event as miraculous if it is 

indeed miraculous. 

This second constraint pinpoints the crucial interface of the two philosophical questions 

formulated by Lewis and by Curd. As atheist philosopher J. L. Mackie has said: 

If miracles are to serve their traditional function of giving spectacular support to religious 

claims—whether general theistic claims, or the authority of some specific religion or some 

particular sect or individual teacher—the concept [of miracle] must not be so weakened that 

anything at all unusual or remarkable counts as a miracle.
14 

This constraint explains why one particular conception of miracle has come to be regarded as 

standard. That conception has two components. First, a miracle is an event that is specially 

caused by God. Second, a miracle is a violation of one or more of the laws of nature. Mackie 

explicitly says that in order to satisfy the second constraint on producing an adequate definition 

of miracle, ―we must keep in the definition the notion of a violation of natural law.‖
15

 

The notion of miracle as a violation of natural law relates directly to the three versions of 

skepticism described above. Consider, first, type-a skepticism, which denies the very possibility 

of miracles. As R. F. Holland writes, ―Most people think of a miracle as a violation of natural 

law; and a good many of those who regard the miraculous in this way incline to the idea that 

miracles are impossible and that ‗science‘ tells us this.‖
16

 Thus it is that the philosophical basis 
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for a-type skepticism about the miraculous connects with the scientific inspiration for that same 

species of skepticism. 

Alastair McKinnon is perhaps the best-known recent sponsor of this objection. 

The core of our objection is quite simple: the idea of a suspension of natural law is self-

contradictory. This follows from the meaning of the term. . . . Natural laws . . . are simply highly 

generalized shorthand descriptions of how things do in fact occur. Hence there can be no 

suspensions of natural law rightly understood. Or, as here defined, miracle contains a 

contradiction in terms. 
Once we understand natural law in this proper sense we see that such law, as distinct from 

our conception of it, is inherently inviolable. Hence anything which happens, even an apparent 

miracle, happens according to law. Or, negatively, no actual event could possibly violate a law of 

nature. Hence there can be no miracles in that sense of the term with which we are now 

concerned. Or, less misleadingly, it is in the nature of the case impossible that there should be an 

event which could be properly described by this term.
17 

Unfortunately, McKinnon‘s formulation of the objection depends on a dubious conception of 

natural laws as descriptive of anything that happens. 

Martin Curd expresses the argument for type-a skepticism in a manner that seeks neutrality 

about the nature of laws of nature. 

We can analyze the difficulty in understanding miracles as violations of law by noticing that the 

following four statements form a logically inconsistent set. 
1. E is a miracle. 
2. If E is a miracle then there is at least one law of nature, L, such that E violates L. 
3. If E violates L then E is a counterinstance of L. 
4. If L is a law of nature then L has no counterinstances. 
If statements 2, 3, and 4 are true, then there are no miracles. Moreover, if 2, 3, and 4 were 

necessary truths (because they are conceptual or definitional truths), then this would show not 

merely that 1 is false, but also that it is logically impossible for any event to be miraculous. This 

is the core argument against the possibility of miracles as violations of law.
18 

For reasons that we will explore in the next section, many thinkers demur. They are not 

prepared to follow McKinnon, Curd, and others in drawing from the standard conception of 

miracles the implication that miracles are impossible. 

Nevertheless, the same basic conception of miracle is thought by some to pose a problem 

when attempting to get beyond the mere possibility of miracles. For them the standard 

conception is an inducement to skepticism of type b/c. Mackie maintains that the standard 

conception of miracles is coherent, such that ―their possibility is not ruled out a priori, by 

definition.‖
19

 But he goes on to argue, in the spirit of David Hume (d. 1776), that we can never 

have good reason to believe that miracles have occurred. Therefore, rational belief in miracles is 

out of the question. 

Where there is some plausible testimony about the occurrence of what would appear to be a 

miracle, those who accept this as a miracle have the double burden of showing both that the event 

took place and that it violated the laws of nature. But it will be very hard to sustain this double 

burden. For whatever tends to show that it would have been a violation of natural law tends for 
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that very reason to make it most unlikely that it actually happened. Correspondingly, those who 

deny the occurrence of a miracle have two alternative lines of defence. One is to say that the 

event may have occurred, but in accordance with the laws of nature. Perhaps there were unknown 

circumstances that made it possible; or perhaps what were thought to be the relevant laws of 

nature are not strictly laws; there may be as yet unknown kinds of natural causation through 

which this event might have come about. The other is to say that this event would indeed have 

violated natural law, but that for this very reason there is a very strong presumption against its 

having happened, which it is most unlikely that any testimony will be able to outweigh. . . . The 

fork, the disjunction of these two sorts of explanation, is as a whole a very powerful reply to any 

claim that a miracle has been performed.
20 

Now, the conviction that we can never have good reason to believe that miracles have 

occurred is, strictly speaking, compatible with agnosticism about proposition 2. But Mackie is 

not really agnostic on this point. For one thing, he is an atheist and therefore denies the existence 

of the very being required by the first component in the standard conception of miracles. But he 

also apparently takes the availability of his ―fork‖ for every alleged miracle as an adequate 

explanation for what is alleged. What he offers in response to miracle reports is not the 

equivalent of a proof that miracles have never happened. And yet he explicitly says that the two 

lines of defense that he describes are available to ―those who deny the occurrence of a miracle.‖
21

 

He is saying, in effect, that since one may always have recourse to one or the other 

―explanation,‖ one should deny that miracles are actual. On this interpretation, Mackie is a b/c-

type skeptic.
22

 

Nevertheless, the argument that Mackie develops—again, in the spirit of Hume—may also be 

deployed, with little modification, by skeptics of type d1, and even by skeptics of type d2 with a 

bit more modification. It is very possible, in fact, that one of these two alternatives was David 

Hume‘s own orientation. 

What modification of ―Mackie‘s fork‖ is required for its use by the type-d1 skeptic? The d1 

skeptic stresses that the availability of Mackie‘s two explanation-types is never a guarantee that 

miracles do not occur. One would be justified only in denying the occurrence of miracles if one 

could be sure that one of Mackie‘s two explanations for an alleged miracle was the correct 

explanation. But that may sometimes be indeterminate. Merely having these explanations at 

one‘s disposal never justifies one in denying the actuality of miracles. Still, the type-d1 skeptic 

may concur with Mackie that the two sorts of explanation he describes will always be available 

for any miracle claim whatsoever. One can be sure that one will never be justified in affirming 

the actuality of miracles. This accounts for our d1 skeptic‘s intransigent agnosticism about 

proposition 2. 

Mackie‘s fork must be further modified if it is to be used by the type-d2 skeptic, for such a 

skeptic remains open to the possibility that there is an event that cannot plausibly be accounted 

for in either of the two ways Mackie describes. Such a skeptic may hold that one cannot decide 

in advance that for any miracle claim whatsoever it will always be plausible to suppose that 

either the event does not violate the laws of nature or the event did not occur. It is possible that 

some miracle claim will not be so readily susceptible to explanation in either of Mackie‘s two 

ways. Having duly noted that possibility, however, the d2 skeptic may be impressed by the 
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alternative possibility that for any miracle claim whatsoever, one or the other of Mackie‘s two 

explanations will prove plausible. But for the d2 skeptic, this is only a possibility and never a 

sure thing. 

In review, the standard conception of miracle as a special act of God that violates or suspends 

nature‘s laws is the basis for each of the three main varieties of skepticism explored in this 

chapter. 

Theologian John Macquarrie appears to be as impressed as any atheist or agnostic by 

philosophico-scientific skepticism about miracles: 

The way of understanding miracles that appeals to breaks in the natural order and to supernatural 

interventions belongs to the mythological outlook and cannot commend itself in a post-

mythological climate of thought. . . . 
The traditional conception of miracle is irreconcilable with our modern understanding of both 

science and history. Science proceeds on the assumption that whatever events occur in the world 

can be accounted for in terms of other events that also belong within the world; and if on some 

occasions we are unable to give a complete account of some happening—and presumably all our 

accounts fall short of completeness—the scientific conviction is that further research will bring to 

light further factors in the situation, but factors that will turn out to be just as immanent and this-

worldly as those already known.
23 

It is difficult to pin Macquarrie down to a single specific form of skepticism. His remarks 

certainly appear to be an expression of type-b/c skepticism. He is unmistakably clear, however, 

in crediting science with providing the basis for his confident abandonment of the traditional 

conception of miracles. Macquarrie, McKinnon, and other recent theologians—Rudolf Bultmann 

comes to mind—have jettisoned the traditional conception in favor of an anemic concept of 

miracle that they consider both religiously meaningful and yet compatible with the ideals of 

science. Unfortunately, what they propose is also compatible with metaphysical naturalism. Any 

claim that a concept of miracle fashioned out of deference to metaphysical naturalism is 

nevertheless religiously meaningful is dubious in the extreme. 

Must the concept of miracle be so radically reconceived in order for belief in miracles to 

escape the clutches of skepticism? That is the question to which we turn in the next section. 

WHAT ABOUT THE POSSIBILITY OF MIRACLES? 

We are able to make reasonable predictions about what will or will not happen in the 

physical world, based on what we understand to be the physical conditions of our environment 

together with what we believe to be the laws of nature within that environment. We consider 

events to be of the same general type when they occur under similar conditions and in 

accordance with the laws that have been formulated to explain their occurrence. The 

predictability of an event of a certain description depends in part on our ability to recognize the 

recurrence of relevant conditions that serve as causal antecedents for such events. Our success in 

making reliable predictions of this kind explains much of the respect we accord the scientific 

enterprise. 
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Let us imagine, however, an event whose occurrence would be most improbable, given the 

purported laws of nature and conditions in the physical environment. This would be an event we 

could not predict. If anything, we would predict that the event would not take place. We would, 

in fact, predict an utterly different state of affairs. 

Now suppose we witness the occurrence of just such an event. Let us, in keeping with 

scientific practice, call this an ―anomalous‖ event. What might we do to make sense of this 

event? 

We first might suspect that we had overlooked salient conditions in the causal nexus of 

which the event is a part. We might surmise that the unpredictability of the event was due to a 

failure to notice these conditions. In order to make sense of the event, therefore, we might 

explore the possibility that there are, consistent with the laws with which we are familiar, other 

(perhaps deeper) laws that explain the occurrence of this event. This type of strategy reveals a 

desire to find an explanation that will be minimally disruptive to our existing scientific 

understanding of the world. Any explanation of this sort will specify the conditions under which 

the event has occurred and express a law or set of laws according to which events of that type 

will occur when the specified conditions recur. A successful explanation will enable us to predict 

future occurrences of the same type of event whenever the specified conditions are known to 

prevail. But such an explanation must be able to identify hitherto unnoticed conditions that 

feature in the causal nexus that includes the event. 

Suppose that nothing can be found in the causal nexus of the event that would enable us to 

predict the occurrence of the event. Suppose that all the relevant conditions we can specify 

would, if known, still prevent us from predicting the occurrence of the event. And suppose that at 

any other time when these same conditions are known to obtain, nothing satisfying the 

description of our anomalous event ever occurs. At all other times when just these conditions 

occur, our existing beliefs about the laws of nature are confirmed. The only disconfirming 

instance we have is our anomalous event. And we have no way of specifying in terms of 

antecedent conditions a relevant difference between this anomalous event and what otherwise 

happens with perfect regularity and predictability. 

Under these circumstances, we should be reluctant to abandon our current understanding of 

the laws of nature. We presently have no other laws to rely on in explaining either the events that 

customarily occur under the specified conditions or the troublemaking anomalous event. 

Meanwhile, we have a perfectly satisfactory lawlike explanation for all events occurring under 

the specified conditions, except for the one. The natural laws featured in this explanation predict 

that our anomalous event will not happen under the specified conditions. But ex hypothesi, the 

event does happen under the specified conditions. It is, therefore, a counterinstance to the laws of 

nature.
24

 

Now, if the scenario described above is at least possible, then counterinstances of the laws of 

nature are possible. This spells trouble for Martin Curd‘s argument for the impossibility of 

miracles. Recall that his argument required that premise 4—―If L is a law of nature then L has no 

counterinstances‖—be a necessary truth. If the standard definition of miracles as violations of the 

laws of nature simply means that miracles are counterinstances to the laws of nature of the kind 

described in the above scenario, then it seems that such violations are at least possible. Hence, 

miracles, so defined, are possible. Type-a skepticism is unsupported. 
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What about ―Mackie‘s fork‖ and the other varieties of skepticism? Mackie explicitly 

acknowledges that the standard definition of miracles is coherent and that miracles, based on that 

definition, are possible.
25

 It is surprising, therefore, that he adopts the stance of b/c-type 

skepticism and confidently denies the actuality of miracles. His own argument seems much 

better suited to the more moderate d-type skepticism that remains agnostic about the actuality of 

miracles. His willingness to take the harder line is due to his conviction that for any alleged 

miraculous event, one will be able to devise a naturalistic explanation, or, failing that, conclude 

that the event has not occurred. Mackie apparently is open to the possibility that a reported event 

will actually resist naturalistic explanation. But if that should happen, he would remain 

convinced that miracles do not happen, for he is prepared, in that circumstance, to deny that the 

event occurred. But if the occurrence of such an event is logically possible, the mere fact that an 

alleged event of that kind has no naturalistic explanation cannot count so decisively against there 

being an event of that kind. 

Mackie concedes the coherence of the concept of a miracle. Thus, if he were presented with 

the report of an event that has no naturalistic explanation, he would be left with a disjunction: 

Either the event did not happen, or else it was a miracle. If he accepts the disjunction on the 

grounds that miracles are possible, then his choice of one disjunct over the other should not be 

decided on the basis of purely conceptual considerations. And yet his denial of the actuality of 

miracles seems to be based on purely conceptual factors. As far as he is concerned, it makes no 

difference how much evidence there is that a miracle has actually occurred. It is a peculiar 

liability of skepticism b/c that it seeks to resolve the question of the actuality of miracles on 

conceptual grounds only. These grounds seem better suited to d-type skepticism. 

Recall that the d-type skeptic is agnostic about the actuality of miracles. One sort of d-type 

skeptic is resolute in his agnosticism. He is convinced that the case for a purported miracle will 

never be strong enough to rule out the possibility that the event in question either does conform 

to natural law or did not happen. Mackie mistakenly thinks he can rule out the actuality of 

miracles; the d1-type skeptic thinks the alternatives of Mackie‘s fork can never be ruled out, even 

if one of them cannot ever be decisively ruled in. He is an intransigent agnostic about the 

actuality of miracles. But the d1 skeptic is no more justified than Mackie in supposing that he 

can, on conceptual grounds alone, rule out in advance the possibility that an event will be so well 

attested that it should not be denied and so recalcitrant to naturalistic explanation that it must be 

a miracle. 

The most reasonable of skeptical outlooks, then, is d2 skepticism. For the d2 skeptic, there 

always remains the possibility that a purported miracle really is a miracle and may yet be 

identifiable as a genuine miracle. It may turn out that neither a naturalistic explanation for the 

event nor denial that the event occurred will do justice to the available evidence. He is thus 

prepared to believe that a miracle has occurred, if evidence of the right sort should become 

available. 

CONCLUSION 
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I conclude that miracles are possible. The only sort of skepticism that could be warranted on 

strictly philosophical grounds is the extremely moderate d2 skepticism, which really is more 

aptly regarded as a variety of agnosticism about miracles. For the d2 skeptic, no less than for the 

believer, miracles are a serious possibility. Science does not support any of the other versions of 

skepticism we have considered in this chapter, neither does philosophical reasoning about the 

nature and implications of the laws of science. In fact, the mounting successes of science put us 

in a much better position to recognize a genuine miracle when one occurs, to move from d2 

skepticism to belief. The more we learn from science about the laws of nature and their 

operation, the better we shall be able to know whether or not a particular event happened in 

accordance with natural laws. 

I can think of no better candidate for miraculous status than the historically well-attested 

event of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is difficult to imagine how such an event could be 

explained in terms of the known laws of cell necrosis. It is equally unimaginable that the laws of 

cell necrosis, which predict the permanence of physical death, should be revised so as to 

accommodate, in an intelligible manner, both the general irreversibility of death and the singular 

exception of the resurrection of Jesus. 

Of course, one may agree with this conclusion and yet remain skeptical about the miracle of 

the resurrection on the grounds that the historical evidence simply is not strong enough to 

warrant the verdict that a miracle occurred. But if God exists and had good reason to raise Jesus 

from the dead, and if he desires that we know and enjoy the benefits of his intervention in 

history, then the availability of adequate historical evidence is to be expected. These matters 

reach beyond the scope of this chapter. I trust that the argument developed here will at least 

discourage an anti-supernaturalism that would poison one‘s inquiry into the historical evidence. 

This is the unfortunate effect of a-type and b/c-type skepticism. To those d2 skeptics who remain 

open to the miraculous but skeptical about the historical basis for the New Testament report of 

the resurrection, I especially commend the next chapter in this book.
26
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Once we know that miracles are possible, we turn to the question of historical evidence. Do we 

have enough data to argue that miracles have, in fact, occurred? In this chapter, we will 

investigate a particular portion of this topic: the case for Jesus‘ miracles. We will begin by 

asking two questions: (1) What general evidence is there for Jesus‘ miracles? (2) What specific 

evidence is there for Jesus‘ resurrection, in particular? 

The subject of the historical Jesus is perhaps the most prominent theme in recent New 

Testament studies. One important category has to do with the Gospels‘ claims that Jesus 

performed miracles. As Jarl Fossum points out, ―That Jesus was a miracle worker is central to 

the Christology of the New Testament.‖
1
 For more than two hundred years, critical scholarship 

has frequently frowned on miraculous claims. Can it still be said that Jesus performed miracles? 

Surprisingly, the most recent studies of Jesus have reassessed the answer to this question. 

A word about my methodology may be helpful before we begin. I will not take the more 

common route employed by many Christian apologists who argue from a trustworthy biblical 

text to supernatural events in that text. Even though I will argue in chapter 9 that the New 

Testament is indeed a historically reliable document, I will not rely on that final conclusion here. 

Rather, I will utilize another approach, building only on those historical facts that have two 

characteristics: They are attested to in multiple sources, and virtually all critical scholars who 

study the subject acknowledge that they are historical. 

JESUS‘ MIRACLES 

At first thought, one might wonder what sort of case might be made for the miracles of Jesus, 

excluding his resurrection. How much evidence is there for the Gospel proclamations? After 

addressing the phenomena of other miracle reports in the ancient world, we will investigate 

whether Jesus actually performed supernatural feats, as attested to in the Gospels.
2
 

ANCIENT PARALLELS 

As I will detail in chapter 9, supernatural reports in ancient writings are quite common, even 

in Roman histories from roughly the same period as Jesus. Omens and portents, prophecies, 

healings, demons, and interventions of the gods and fate were regular fare. Further, at least three 

groups of religious figures were said to have performed miracles: magicians, Hellenistic divine 

men, and Jewish holy men. A few of these instances might even bring to mind Jesus‘ miracles. 

For example, the Talmud recounts the case of Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa, who prayed for 

healing for a boy who was not present but who was sick with a high fever. Then he pronounced 

that he was cured. The boy‘s father confirmed that the healing had occurred.
3
 This is somewhat 

reminiscent of Jesus healing the centurion‘s servant in Capernaum (Matt. 8:5–13; Luke 7:1–10). 

Another instance comes from the best known of the Hellenistic divine men, Apollonius of 

Tyana. Philostratus, his biographer, tells that Apollonius cast out a demon from a young man and 
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ordered it to provide a sign that it had left. A nearby statue promptly fell down.
4
 This case 

perhaps reminds us of Jesus expelling the demon from the Gadarene man (Mark 5:1–20). 

Could any of these stories, or simply the supernatural mind-set of the times, have influenced 

the Gospel writers when they were composing their accounts of Jesus‘ miracles? Could the non-

Christian reports have encouraged these writers to invent the Gospel accounts concerning Jesus? 

There are multiple problems with such a charge, no matter what degree of influence is 

alleged. First, Jesus was obviously Jewish and was probably even widely considered by some to 

be a Jewish holy man. We are told that he was sometimes addressed as Rabbi (John 1:38, 49; 

3:2; 6:25), as was John the Baptist (3:26). Still, we have no clear signs of mimicry. The ancient 

definition of magician, one who was involved in such practices as incantations, sorceries, spells, 

and trickeries, hardly seems to have applied any influence on the Gospel depiction of Jesus. 

Adjusting the concept more generally simply makes it relate to too many ancient persons. There 

is also a lack of clarity in the very notion of Hellenistic divine men, which makes this category 

difficult to compare to the Gospel rendition of Jesus.
5
 Even Rudolf Bultmann, who popularized 

demythologization of the Gospel texts, says that ―the New Testament miracle stories are 

extremely reserved in this respect, since they hesitate to attribute to the person of Jesus the 

magical traits which were often characteristic of the Hellenistic miracle worker.‖
6
 

Second, there are few parallels between the magicians, divine men, and Jesus. Clearly, the 

Gospels are much more closely aligned with the Old Testament, Palestinian Judaism, and 

rabbinic literature. But given this, it becomes very difficult to establish the influence of pagan 

ideas on the Gospels. As historian Michael Grant points out, Judaism strongly opposed pagan 

beliefs, helping us understand why these ideas never gained much of a foothold in first-century 

Palestine.
7
 

Third, and more importantly, most of the major cases associated with the three groups of 

miracle workers (magicians, Hellenistic divine men, and Jewish holy men) are dated later than 

the New Testament. The earliest portions of the Misnah date no earlier than roughly A.D. 200,  

becoming part of the Talmud even later. Josephus relates other cases of Jewish holy men, but his 

account was written perhaps A.D. 93–94, at the very end of the New Testament period. 

Philostratus‘s account of Apollonius was written in the third century A.D. Reginald Fuller 

explains that most of the data concerning these divine men is later than the New Testament. 

Additionally, he judges that similar Hellenistic concepts are not found until the second century 

A.D.
8
 Barry Blackburn, who specializes in the subject, has scoured ancient Hellenistic literature 

and concludes that ―I can adduce only three stories formally reminiscent of the Gospel 

accounts.‖
9
 But even the presence of similar stories cannot prove any specific influence on the 

Gospels.
10

 

Fourth, perhaps even more crucial, Christianity centers on the death and resurrection of 

Jesus, and this message is not borrowed from the beliefs of others. Martin Hengel asserts, ―The 

Christian message fundamentally broke apart the customary conceptions of atonement in the 
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ancient world and did so at many points.‖
11

 Fuller comments, ―The idea of resurrection in the 

biblical sense appears to be foreign to antiquity.‖
12

 

Fifth, even though some nonbiblical miracle claims predated Christianity, there is no 

historical evidence that any of them actually occurred. To the contrary, there are myriads of 

problems with the accounts. Perhaps the best case of this is Apollonius of Tyana, although his 

account wasn‘t written until more than a century after the New Testament. Philostratus wrote 

more than a century after Apollonius lived. While this interim isn‘t insufferable for ancient 

accounts, it is long enough to make us cautious. Serious historical inaccuracies also taint the 

work, such as Apollonius‘s prolonged discussions with the kings of Nineveh and Babylon. Not 

only were these cities nonexistent in his time, but they had been destroyed long before! 

Apparently Philostratus did not know this. 

Making matters even worse, Philostratus explains that his chief source was Damis, a disciple 

of Apollonius, but Damis also came from nonexistent Nineveh. Many scholars have concluded 

that Philostratus‘s work is chiefly romantic fiction, a popular style in the second century A.D. 

There are a number of reasons for this conclusion.
13

 Further, similarities between Philostratus 

and Jesus may be explained in that Philostratus‘s patron was Domna, the wife of Roman emperor 

Septimus Severus. The popular view is that Severus arranged for this work to be written as ―a 

counterblast to Jesus.‖
14

 Philostratus is known to have embellished his account with miraculous 

claims.
15

 

Admittedly, these problems with Philostratus‘s account do not condemn all other ancient 

accounts of miracles. But given that this is perhaps the most celebrated ancient record of 

miracles outside the Old or New Testaments, we should be somewhat suspicious of the others. 

Tough questions need to be asked of all ancient miraculous texts, even as they have been 

directed many times at Christian examples. Miracle claims are insufficient to establish such 

events.
16

 

Sixth, on the other hand, and unlike their ancient counterparts, there is much historical 

evidence for the Gospel miracles, some of which I will point out below. This is widely 

recognized, even in the critical community, and is especially true concerning Jesus‘ resurrection. 

Therefore, whatever ancient accounts of miracles exist, one major question concerns whether 

there is sufficient evidence to establish the Christian miracle claims. If so, then the issue of 

outside influence is successfully sidetracked. 

HISTORICAL EVIDENCE 

Today it is common to categorize Jesus‘ Gospel miracle claims into three groups: healings, 

exorcisms, and nature miracles. It may be surprising that the community of critical scholars 

appears to have adjusted its stance toward at least the first two divisions. Usually, these are 

recognized as historical and explained cognitively. Both sick individuals as well as those who 
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thought they were possessed by demons get better when they believed they were well. Jesus 

manifested a powerful personality and was able to convince them that they were healed. Marcus 

Borg provides three reasons why ―it is virtually indisputable that Jesus was a healer and 

exorcist.‖
17

 

Yet it is often denied that Jesus actually healed any organic sicknesses. Jesus Seminar 

cofounder John Dominic Crossan is bold in his declaration that Jesus ―did not and could not cure 

that disease or any other one.‖
18

 Further, many scholars deny that Jesus ever performed any 

nature miracles. Again, it is Crossan who asserts, ―I do not think that anyone, anywhere, at any 

time brings dead people back to life.‖
19

 Fossum agrees that the belief that Jesus could raise the 

dead is due to ―fundamentalist naivete.‖
20

 Crossan believes that Jesus‘ resurrection would be the 

―supreme ‗nature‘ miracle.‖
21

 

But Borg is not so fast to rule out actual miracles, even those that affect nature. He points out 

that in the Gospels not all of Jesus‘ miracles were dependent on the person exercising faith, so it 

is perhaps not always possible to show that faith healing was the cause. Concerning whether or 

not Jesus could raise the dead, ―a clear historical judgment is impossible.‖
22

 

Given such stances by critical scholars, what sort of historical evidence is available regarding 

Jesus‘ miracles? In the process of answering this question, I will provide examples of each 

critical rule that I will introduce in chapter 9. Seven areas will be mentioned in defense of the 

Gospel narratives, addressing Jesus‘ healings, exorcisms, and even his nature miracles. 

First, many critics doubt or reject the supernatural aspect of Jesus‘ miracles because they 

doubt the historical value of the Gospel accounts.
23

 In chapter 9, I will discuss the reliability of 

these texts, presenting a number of strong reasons to accept their historicity. I will simply note 

here that such evidence can support a case for Jesus‘ miracles. 

Second, for ancient historians, ―two or three sources in agreement generally render the fact 

unimpeachable.‖
24

 Even the Jesus Seminar argues that ―two independent sources‖ are significant 

for determining early data.
25

 Accordingly, a very impressive argument for Jesus‘ miracles is that 

some of them are attested to in each of the five independent traditions that critical scholars find 

in the Gospels.
26

 More specifically, certain miracles are found in more than one source as well. 

Such multiple attestation in textual evidence is overwhelming in terms of ancient documents. 

Borg calls attention to this ―widespread attestation in our earliest sources‖ for Jesus‘ healings and 

exorcisms.
27

 

Third, another critical test is enemy attestation, which occurs when one‘s opponent admits 

something even though it is not in their best interest to do so. Maier states that ―positive evidence 
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within a hostile source is the strongest kind of evidence.‖
28

 The Gospels tell us that those who 

most strongly opposed Jesus witnessed both his healing miracles and exorcisms (Mark 2:1–12; 

Luke 11:14–15; 13:10–17), as well as his nature miracles (Matt. 28:11–15; Mark 5:40–42; John 

11:47–48). Their conclusion was that Jesus performed his miracles by the power of Satan (Mark 

3:22; John 7:20–21; 10:19–21), thereby admitting the supernatural nature of these events. Borg 

thinks this is significant: ―Even his opponents did not challenge the claim that powers of healing 

flowed through him. . . . They claimed that his powers came from the lord of the evil spirits.‖
29

 

Before moving to the next piece of evidence, we might draw a preliminary conclusion here. 

Given Borg‘s statement that Jesus‘ exorcisms and healings are ―virtually indisputable,‖
30

 why 

shouldn‘t the nature miracles be accredited by Borg on the same grounds? Since the nature 

wonders are also attested to in all five of the independent Gospel traditions, and Jesus‘ enemies 

also witnessed them but couldn‘t explain them away, it would seem that strong grounds exist for 

accepting them as historical. Plus, we have still more grounds on which to accept all three 

families of miracles. 

Fourth, critical researchers have located in the Gospel texts numerous means of identifying 

healing and exorcism accounts that probably portray historical events. After several extensive 

studies, Graham Twelftree has noted dozens of such indications that many of Jesus‘ exorcisms 

and healings bear the historical and textual marks of authenticity, separating Jesus from the 

exorcists and miracle workers of his day. For example, the element of surprise or embarrassment 

is at times manifest, such as when Jesus appears to have limited knowledge (Mark 5:9; Luke 

8:30) or especially when the healing doesn‘t seem to work the first time (Mark 8:23–25). Almost 

all of the healing or exorcism accounts that Twelftree judges as historical fulfill several of these 

critical criteria.
31

 Jesus Seminar fellow Bruce Chilton is impressed with the early, pre-Markan 

status of the exorcism recorded in Mark 1:21–28, pointing to authenticity.
32

 

Fifth, judging by a variety of these critical earmarks, scholars have also located numerous 

indicators that Jesus performed nature miracles. Again, Twelftree has done comprehensive work 

here. Although concluding that some of these Gospel accounts of nature miracles cannot be 

demonstrably established as historical, several others are quite probable. Factors include the 

likely presence of early and eyewitness reports, some of which are indicated by texts that employ 

Aramaic terms, Semitisms, or intimate knowledge of details (Mark 5:41; 7:31–37; Luke 7:11–

17). Other miracles pass the test of dissimilarity (Mark 5:40–42), or cohere well with Jesus‘ 

other teachings and actions (Matt. 17:24–27). Here, each case deemed historical is supported by 

more than one of these criteria.
33

 Other scholars have provided more reasons to seriously 

consider the historicity of several of Jesus‘ nature wonders.
34
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Sixth, the next section of this chapter addresses the incredible amount of historical evidence 

that exists for what Crossan terms the ―supreme ‗nature‘ miracle‖
35

—the resurrection of Jesus. I 

will simply note here that if Jesus‘ resurrection happened, this event, in its context, would raise 

questions concerning the overall philosophical objection to the occurrence of miracles. Further, 

as the supreme miracle claim, this would also provide strong motivation for believing Jesus 

performed truly supernatural acts. 

Seventh, another common objection to Jesus‘ miracles is that we don‘t see the same sort of 

phenomena today, especially since we suspect that medical science could explain these 

curiosities.
36

 But would our perspective of the Gospel miracles change if we witnessed cases 

today that medical science could not explain naturally? Perhaps there are situations such as these, 

but we are not looking in the right places. Two examples may supply some clues. 

In order to research the relationship between prayer and healing, physician Randolph C. Byrd 

conducted a double blind experiment in a California hospital, with almost four hundred coronary 

patients participating. Neither the patients nor the persons who were praying knew each other, 

and the former did not even know whether or not they were being prayed for. Still, there was a 

statistically positive result in twenty-one of twenty-six monitored categories for those patients 

who received prayer. The experimental design insured that the results could not be adequately 

explained by faith healing.
37

 

Psychiatrist M. Scott Peck notes his attempt, along with a team of health professionals, to 

study and explain contemporary possession and exorcism cases. Yet, there were two situations 

that they could not explain by normal scientific means.
38

 Citing this study, Borg notes ―the 

provocative and illuminating‖ nature of Peck‘s admission, presumably as a caution against too 

hastily drawing conclusions concerning what can be known through modern scientific means. 

Borg goes on to remark that we cannot know whether or not Jesus actually performed nature 

miracles.
39

 

Based on the above discussion, we can conclude that Jesus was a miracle worker,  and there 

are many critical reasons
40

 to support such a conclusion. We have early and eyewitness reports, 

multiple source attestation, negative confessions, admissions by antagonistic witnesses, Aramaic 

words and other Palestinian details, coherence with Jesus‘ teachings, indications of dissimilarity, 

as well as agreement by diverse contemporary researchers.
41

 

A majority of recent scholars believes that Jesus was at least a healer and an exorcist. Borg, 

for example, states that this is ―virtually indisputable.‖
42

 But the data argue for more than this: 

Many of the Gospel texts that record Jesus‘ exorcisms, healings, and even the nature wonders 

possess numerous, specific earmarks indicating their historicity.
43

 Additionally, the same 

characteristics that make the first two categories so ―indisputable‖ also establish the third, 
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making it difficult to disallow the nature miracles. In brief, there is a surprisingly large amount of 

evidence for Jesus‘ miracles. 

THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS 

Jesus‘ chief miracle claim is his resurrection, and the evidence for it is significant enough to 

occupy the remainder of this chapter. However, due to the intricacies of the historical case, I will 

only be able to summarize perhaps the best argument for the resurrection of Jesus, plus pursue a 

few side avenues. Along the way, I will also apply the critical rules that I used above and will 

detail in chapter 9 to see how the resurrection fares. 

THE EARLIEST TESTIMONY TO JESUS‘ APPEARANCES 

Chapter 9 addresses the question of the earliest apostolic preaching prior to the writing of the 

first New Testament books. I will explain the characteristics and importance of early creeds, or 

traditions, which circulated as oral teachings before being written down, zeroing in on the most 

famous creed in the New Testament.
44

 That text is 1 Corinthians 15:3–8: 

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins 

according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day 

according to the Scriptures, and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. After that He 

appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom remain until now, but 

some have fallen asleep; then He appeared to James, then to all the apostles; and last of all, as it 

were to one untimely born, He appeared to me also. (NASB) 

Virtually all scholars who have studied the subject agree that in this passage the apostle Paul 

recorded an ancient creed, or tradition, regarding the death, resurrection, and appearances of 

Jesus. This proclamation actually took place long before the date of the book in which it appears. 

There are many reasons for the conclusion that this is creedal material, predating 1 

Corinthians. To begin with, Paul uses the technical terms delivered and received (as in 11:23), 

meaning that he passed on oral tradition to the Corinthians. Additional indicators include the 

parallelism and stylized content of the material, as if it had been repeated in a specific form, not 

arranged that way for the first time by Paul. A number of non-Pauline words (words not used by 

Paul in his epistles) show that he probably wasn‘t the original author of the material. The proper 

names of two other apostles (James and Cephas, or Peter) point to their own testimony. Other 

signs of traditional material include the Aramaic name Cephas in 15:5 (cf. the parallel in Luke 

24:34), the possibility of an Aramaic original, and the threefold ―and that‖ (which is similar to 

the Mishnaic Hebrew narrating method), along with two references to the Scriptures being 
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fulfilled. Since Aramaic was Jesus‘ language, these examples point to an older substrata for this 

report.
45

 
How early is this traditional material? Even critical scholars usually agree that it has an exceptionally 

early origin. Ulrich Wilckens declares that this creed ―indubitably goes back to the oldest phase of all in 

the history of primitive Christianity.‖
46

 Joachim Jeremias calls it ―the earliest tradition of all.‖
47

 The 

majority of scholars who comment think that Paul probably received this information about three years 

after his conversion, which probably occurred from one to four years after the crucifixion. At that time, 

four to eight years after Jesus died, Paul visited Jerusalem to speak with Peter and James, each of whom 

are included in the list of Jesus‘ appearances (1 Cor. 15:5, 7; Gal. 1:18–19).
48

 Most scholars who provide 

a date as to when Paul received this teaching locate it two to eight years after Jesus‘ crucifixion. This 

places it at roughly A.D. 32–38.
49

 

Paul‘s use of historeo in Galatians 1:18 in speaking of his visit with Peter provides some 

confirmation for this view. One of the most authoritative studies on the word concludes that 

Paul‘s purpose was an investigative inquiry for the purpose of getting information from Peter. In 

all probability, the details Paul was most interested in had to do with Peter being ―an eyewitness 

and . . . informant about the teachings and ministry‖ of Jesus.
50

 
William Farmer agrees that this term signifies that Paul acted as an examiner or observer of Peter.

51
 

The topic in the immediate context both before (Gal. 1:11–17) and after (2:1–10) Paul‘s first trip to 

Jerusalem is the nature of the gospel. In 2:1–10, fourteen years later, Paul specifically states that his 

purpose in coming back to Jerusalem was to check the content of his gospel message with the other 

apostles (2:1–2).
52

 It makes sense, therefore, that in the earlier meeting, Paul was also speaking with Peter 
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and James concerning the gospel message (1:18–19). In a well-known comment, C. H. Dodd explains, 

―At that time he stayed with Peter for a fortnight, and we may presume they did not spend all the time 

talking about the weather.‖
53 

Paul‘s testimony in 1 Corinthians 15 presents an authoritative foundation for the truth of the 

Christian gospel message. Critical scholars almost unanimously recognize its importance. 

German historian Hans von Campenhausen maintains concerning this report, ―This account 

meets all the demands of historical reliability that could possibly be made of such a text.‖
54

 A. 

M. Hunter adds that this early tradition is ―open to testing.‖
55

 Dodd charges that ―Paul‘s 

preaching represents a special stream of Christian tradition which was derived from the main 

stream at a point very near to its source.‖
56

 

THE RELIABILITY OF PAUL‘S TREATMENT OF THE RESURRECTION 

Most scholars are quite willing to grant the value of Paul‘s treatment of Jesus‘ resurrection 

due to its exceptionally early date and his status as an eyewitness and apostle. But as important 

as these points are, the chief issue here is not when, where, and from whom Paul received the 

tradition in 1 Corinthians. Rather, the more crucial matter is Paul‘s own reliability in reporting 

what he does about Jesus‘ resurrection appearances. In other words, wherever the tradition came 

from, does Paul accurately narrate it? Happily, this is where his material is at its strongest. There 

are four indications that the content of Paul‘s report was trustworthy. Further, there are five 

additional areas of non-Pauline confirmation, corresponding to each of the first four. 

First, to repeat the summary above, Paul recorded early material that he himself received, 

recounting the eyewitness appearances of Jesus to many of his followers (1 Cor. 15:4–7). Many 

scholars think he probably obtained the creed directly from Peter and James, in Jerusalem, just a 

very few years after Jesus‘ crucifixion (Gal. 1:18–19). But even if we cannot be absolutely sure 

of the creed‘s exact origin, we may postulate that Paul received the material from what he 

considered to be a trustworthy source. Since Paul is almost unanimously seen by critical scholars 

as a reliable guide to early Christian beliefs, even this last conclusion is quite significant. 

But perhaps we have overemphasized the importance of Paul receiving this creed from 

others. The second indication of the trustworthiness of Paul‘s account is that he didn‘t have to 

rely merely on others‘ testimony, for he was an apostle, an eyewitness to an appearance of the 

risen Jesus (1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8). Critics readily admit the strength of this argument. Even 

philosophical atheist Michael Martin acknowledges Paul‘s status as an eyewitness to Jesus‘ 

appearances,
57

 as does G. A. Wells.
58

 This is amazing, since these scholars are two of the very 

few who doubt whether it can be determined that Jesus even lived in the first century.
59

 

Third, Paul returned to Jerusalem fourteen years after his initial interview with Peter, 

specifically to check out the nature of his gospel preaching (Gal. 2:1–2). After Paul met with the 

apostolic leadership, Peter, James, and John confirmed that the content of Paul‘s message was 

accurate. On this apostolic consensus, Hans Dieter Betz notes that ―the event had an official and 
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legally binding character.‖
60

 The Jerusalem leaders offered to Paul and Barnabas their fellowship 

(Gal. 2:1–10), with Betz informing us that the ―gesture of the handshake here formally concludes 

an agreement.‖
61

 

Paul had always been careful to assert that preaching the gospel necessarily included the 

theme of Jesus‘ resurrection. In fact, without the resurrection, there was no gospel faith at all.
62

 

This apostolic stamp of approval on Paul‘s message, therefore, communicated that the leaders 

were both aware of and appreciated the content of his gospel preaching. Given the centrality of 

the resurrection message both in Paul‘s preaching and in the early church, it would be 

inconceivable that the other apostles didn‘t know what Paul preached on this subject. 

Fourth, after he finished his recitation of the early creed by listing some of the other key 

witnesses who saw Jesus‘ appearances (1 Cor. 15:3–8), Paul made a crucial declaration. He 

announced that all the other apostles were currently preaching the same gospel message he was 

with regard to Jesus‘ death and resurrection appearances (15:11–15). We are clearly told on 

Paul‘s authority that the resurrection appearances he just finished listing were also being 

proclaimed by the other apostolic eyewitnesses. 

Especially given Paul‘s authority in current critical discussions, these four arguments 

regarding the reliability of his resurrection proclamation are powerful. They are further 

confirmed by five more non-Pauline arguments, corresponding to the Pauline claims just made. 

First, confirmation that Paul received this message from others, just as he reported, comes 

from the large number of indications (like those mentioned above) that this material was not his. 

It has many marks of a formalized tradition, meaning that it is an early, pre-Pauline report. There 

is also literary substantiation of Paul‘s claim to have received it from someone else, and the 

critical acclaim here is almost overwhelming. In fact, Jewish scholar Pinchas Lapide attests that 

the grounds for this creed are so firm that this testimony ―may be considered as a statement of 

eyewitnesses.‖
63

 

Second, additional reports of Jesus‘ appearance to Paul are located in the Book of Acts, 

where it is reported three times (9:1–8; 22:6–11; 26:12–18). This is as close as we get to a 

description of what happened to him. The fact that Paul‘s conversion was not a natural event is 

strongly evidenced by a number of factors.
64

 

Third, in Acts 15:1–35, a discussion that is reminiscent of the one in Galatians 2 takes place. 

Again, it concerns the nature of Paul‘s gospel proclamation, and once again, Peter and James are 

both involved. The apostolic decree again is that Paul‘s gospel preaching was accurate (vv. 6–

21). 

Some scholars believe this meeting in Acts 15 is roughly a duplicate of the dialogue Paul 

describes in Galatians 2. This issue, however, makes little difference here. If the incidents are the 

same, then we have a second confirmation of Paul‘s earlier account. If these are separate 

occasions, then we have two different situations that both verify our point. The apostolic leaders, 

eyewitnesses to Jesus‘ resurrection appearances themselves, clearly confirmed the accuracy of 

Paul‘s gospel message. 

Fourth, we also have two kinds of non-Pauline corroboration for Paul‘s assertion that the 

other apostles were teaching the same thing he was regarding Jesus‘ appearances. The apostolic 
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message is confirmed by early creedal material contained in Acts, and several important details 

emerge from these texts with regard to Jesus‘ resurrection, including Jesus‘ appearances to 

groups of people.
65

 Many scholars think that these passages in Acts manifest an early layer of 

proclamation, since the material is concise, with little theological enhancement, and could well 

be translations of Aramaic originals. 

Critical scholars have pointed out that these textual characteristics signify a reliable portrayal 

of early preaching. Although not all scholars agree, Dodd has noted ―a large element of 

Semitism‖ along with ―a high degree of probability‖ that there was an Aramaic original for at 

least some of these portions. Additionally, there is a lack of suspicious signs that would signal 

the presence of later strata here. Though Luke uses his own language, these speeches represent 

―the kerygma of the Church at Jerusalem at an early period‖ and provide reminiscences of the 

message the apostles preached.
66

 

For reasons such as these, John Drane is another scholar who agrees: 

The earliest evidence we have for the resurrection almost certainly goes back to the time 

immediately after the resurrection event is alleged to have taken place. This is the evidence 

contained in the early sermons in the Acts of the Apostles. . . . But there can be no doubt that in 

the first few chapters of Acts its author has preserved material from very early sources.
67 

Fifth, another reason to hold that the other apostles, like Paul, preached the resurrection appearances 

is found in the Gospel accounts. (Although I cannot go into detail here, I will point out some good reasons 

to trust these writings in chapter 9.
68

) After using critical methods, Dodd explains that several of the 

Gospel resurrection texts report early traditions. In particular, the appearance narratives in Matthew 28:8–

10, 16–20, John 20:19–21, and, to a lesser degree, Luke 24:36–49 are all based on early material. But 

Dodd thinks that even the other Gospel portrayals of Jesus‘ appearances lack typical mythical tendencies 

and should receive careful consideration.
69 

A further perspective here comes from the application of the critical rules (to be discussed in 

chapter 9) as they are applied to the resurrection texts. The resurrection reports are 

unquestionably early, as seen in Paul‘s writings, Mark 16:1–8, and especially in the pre–New 

Testament creeds.
70

 Eyewitness reports come at least from Paul but also, in all likelihood, from 

Peter, James, and any appropriate testimony from the Gospels. Multiple attestation of 

independent sources is derived from at least four Gospel sources
71

 plus Paul‘s epistles. Perhaps 

the most evident example of embarrassment or negative report is the often-stated reports of the 

disciples‘ doubts after Jesus‘ resurrection.
72

 Other examples of this include the disciples‘ 
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disbelief when Jesus predicted his resurrection
73

 and Jesus‘ rebuke of Peter for denying him 

(John 21:15–18). 

Enemy attestation comes from the recognition of the Jewish leaders that Jesus‘ tomb was 

empty (Matt. 28:11–15) and from the reported conversions of many Jewish priests (Acts 6:7). 

The conversions and testimonies of former skeptics Paul and James, the brother of Jesus, are also 

crucial here. The principle of dissimilarity or discontinuity applies to the facts that Jesus‘ 

resurrection did not fit either the Jewish understanding of what would happen to the Messiah 

(Mark 9:31–32; Luke 24:20–21; John 20:9) or the Jewish understanding that the resurrection of 

the dead would only occur corporately and at the end of time. Coherence involves the 

extraordinary consistency of Jesus‘ resurrection with his unique life and teachings, including his 

predictions of his death and resurrection.
74

 The use of recognized historical facts is seen in the 

overall method used in this chapter, that of building a case based on critically accepted data.
75

 

The resurrection texts in the New Testament measure incredibly well against criteria such as 

these, fulfilling basically whatever standards commentators require. 

I have presented four arguments that Paul is a reliable source when he speaks about the 

resurrection appearances of Jesus, in addition to five non-Pauline points that confirm his 

testimony. Regarding Jesus‘ appearances, then, the apostles checked out Paulmessage, and all 

parties taught that Jesus appeared to them after his resurrection from the dead. Together, nine 

arguments indicate that the earliest apostles declared they had witnessed the risen Jesus. The 

sources are apostolic, eyewitness, and, hence, authoritative. 

The overall case is multifaceted as well. It isn‘t based on Paul alone but builds on creedal 

passages such as those in 1 Corinthians 15 and Acts, as well as utilizes specific reports from the 

Gospels and Acts. Yet, Paul is admittedly the center of the case. But here we are on the strongest 

possible ground (I will point out reasons for this in chapter 9). Paul is enjoying a time of perhaps 

unparalleled positive attention from critical scholars. His admittedly genuine epistles, the 

reliability of the Book of 1 Corinthians in particular, the early date and apostolic attestation of 

his writings, his personal knowledge of the leaders among the other apostles, and the care with 

which he made sure of the truth (as in Galatians 1–2) all combine to indicate that the four 

arguments based on Paul are well grounded. 

Few scholars question Paul‘s authority in these matters. Dodd argues that Paul‘s account of 

the earliest Christian gospel is so close to the original source that ―anyone who should maintain 

that the primitive Christian gospel was fundamentally different from that which we have found in 

Paul must bear the burden of proof.‖
76

 

Few critical scholars will reject all nine of the arguments presented in this chapter. To be 

sure, some points carry more weight than others. But the total approach is exceptionally strong, 

especially since Jesus‘ resurrection follows from the truth of almost any of the nine arguments. 

As a result, critics need to show that there are no credible historical arguments for the 

resurrection, which would be very difficult indeed. 

Consequently, Paul‘s testimony is an invaluable report of the original eyewitnesses‘ 

experiences: It helps us piece together what the earliest apostles thought they actually perceived. 
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We conclude that these are potent reasons for arguing that these believers thought they had seen 

the resurrected Jesus alive after his death. It is not surprising that most critical scholars agree. 

The disciples‘ experiences were definitely visual in nature. This appears to be the only 

conclusion that accounts for all the data. 

Reginald Fuller declares that the disciples‘ belief that Jesus rose from the dead is ―one of the 

indisputable facts of history.‖ Fuller then states that the disciples had some sort of visionary 

experiences, which ―is a fact upon which both believer and unbeliever may agree.‖
77

 This is 

perhaps the same grounds on which James Dunn concludes, ―It is almost impossible to dispute 

that at the historical roots of Christianity lie some visionary experiences of the first Christians, 

who understood them as appearances of Jesus, raised by God from the dead.‖
78

 Similarly, 

Michael Grant points out that a historical investigation can actually ―prove‖ that the earliest 

Christians thought they had seen the risen Jesus.
79

 Carl Braaten claims that even skeptics agree 

that for the early believers Jesus‘ appearances were real events in space and time.
80

 Wolfhart 

Pannenberg agrees with these assessments, maintaining that ―few scholars, even few rather 

critical scholars, doubt that there had been visionary experiences.‖
81

 More recently, even skeptic 

Gerd Luedemann argues that the language of the New Testament is the language of sight: Jesus‘ 

disciples certainly thought they had seen the risen Jesus.
82

 

OTHER HYPOTHESES 

Due to both space limitations as well as the strength of the above evidence, we will consider 

only one naturalistic hypothesis here. The majority of natural hypotheses usually don‘t take 

direct aim at Jesus‘ appearances.
83

 The one that is most specifically directed at the disciples‘ 

belief that they had seen the risen Jesus is the hallucination (or subjective vision) thesis.
84

 Can 

such subjective phenomena satisfactorily explain all the data? The following critique should 
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sufficiently reveal some of the glaring problems with this attempt. Additional aspects can be 

gleaned from the notes. 

(1) Hallucinations are private events, experienced by one person alone.
85

 Yet, there is strong 

evidence that Jesus appeared to groups of people.
86

 (2) Perhaps the major predicament for this 

hypothesis is that Jesus appeared to a variety of persons, at various times, places, and under 

different circumstances. The belief that all of these people were candidates for such a rare 

combination of hallucinatory phenomena (visual, auditory, and so on) multiplies the improbable 

and borders on gullibility. (3) Moreover, while hallucinations generally develop from hopeful 

anticipation, the disciples despaired after Jesus‘ death and did not expect him to rise. (4) Further, 

it is highly unlikely that subjective experiences could inspire the disciples‘ radical 

transformations, even being willing to die for their faith. (5) What grounds do we have to think 

that James, the family skeptic, was in the right frame of mind to see Jesus? (6) What grounds do 

we have to think that Paul the persecutor yearned to see Jesus? (7) Hallucinations cannot explain 

the empty tomb.
87

 

Therefore, it is not surprising that numerous critical scholars of varied theological 

persuasions have rejected these subjective hypotheses.
88

 Pannenberg concludes, ―These 

explanations have failed to date.‖
89

 

Comparatively few scholars today pursue naturalistic hypotheses against the resurrection. 

Some hypotheses are periodically revived, but it is generally conceded that the known facts are 

sufficient to refute these alternative views. For example, Dunn states that ―alternative 

explanations of the data fail to provide a more satisfactory explanation.‖
90

 Most of the time, 

these attempts are even disdained by scholars. Raymond Brown explains that ―the criticism of 

today does not follow the paths taken by the criticism of the past. No longer respectable are the 

crude theories of fraud and error popular in the last century.‖
91
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Since hallucinations and other subjective hypotheses fail in their attempts to explain the data, 

we need to return to our earlier thesis. The core elements of the original disciples‘ experiences 

indicate that they witnessed appearances of the risen Jesus.
92

 We conclude that the pre-Pauline 

report in 1 Corinthians 15:3ff. and the additional arguments above clearly link the eyewitness 

content of the gospel with its later proclamation, and with the evidence showing that the 

participants actually saw the risen Jesus, both individually and in groups. A fair analysis of the 

historical record strongly supports the conclusion that Jesus Christ did in fact physically and 

literally rise from the dead.
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THEOLOGY PROPER 

Introduction and Doctrine of God 

1 

An Introduction to Christian Theology 

I. What Theology is 

One may rightly say Christian theology is study or organized treatment of the topic, God, from 

the standpoint of Christianity. To leave the matter there, however, would be grossly misleading, 

for theology is not merely an interpretation of the meaning of God from the outside; theology is a 

part or aspect of Christianity itself. On a deeper level theology is of the essence of Christianity. It 

is so much of the essence that to dispense with theology is to dispense with Christianity. 

Christianity is not merely a mixture of ceremonies, beliefs, adherents, history and the like. 

The Christian religion is all of these, perhaps, but that also is a misleading statement, for it is not 

an aggregate or mixture of things like baptism (ceremony), the Apostles‘ Creed (beliefs), a 

congregation of Baptists (adherents) and a book of church history. 

Authentic Christianity is a single thing. We may compare it to a chemical compound such as 

sulphuric acid (H2SO4). H2SO4 is not two parts hydrogen, one of sulphur and four of oxygen, 

somehow mixed together in a glass beaker. It is a single thing in which there are three elements 

so integrally united as to form a substance different from any one of the three alone, and from 

anything else. The distinctive features of Christianity are really of little importance singly. They 

are always together in authentic Christian religion. They are each explicit in Scripture. There are 

four: (1) certain acts of God in history, or redemption; (2) the meaning of those acts of God as set 

forth in Holy Scripture, or doctrines; (3) the lives of countless believers, the Christians 

themselves through the ages but particularly those alive today; and (4) the congregations of 

believers throughout the world, the churches, or, considered in their spiritual oneness, the 

church. 

Redemption—History of what God has done 

First, in historical and logical order, Christianity has been rendered what it is by what God did a 

long time ago. The Second Person of the Godhead became a man. He lived, suffered and died for 

us and for our salvation. He arose, ascended to the right hand of God where presently He reigns 

till His enemies are made the footstool of His feet and where He exercises certain ministries for 

us in the presence of the Father. Essentially, however, redemption is finished: ‗After making 

purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high‘ (Heb. 1:3). His sitting 

down signified, in part, that His redemptive work had been completed. 

What God did in the redemptive career of Jesus of Nazareth was a consummation of events 

of God‘s doing from eternity past, through all of the preparatory history of the Old Testament 

and up to the point when in ‗the fullness of time … God sent forth his Son‘ (Gal. 4:4). 

Christianity, one may justly say, is a history, in the sense of a finished work of redemption 

performed in a certain period of linear time. The events of redemption may be precisely located 
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in time and place. The first four books of the New Testament are the only extensive authentic 

sources of information about those acts of God. 

The four Gospels are not precisely of the genre history, but they contain a very special 

species of history, truthful reports of events in time. Though not very specific about the 

timeframe, the nature of the events themselves is clear if the records are permitted to speak for 

themselves. 

The first Christian generation heard the story of redemption from eyewitnesses—at least the 

earliest ones did. We, however, depend upon the written testimony of the eyewitnesses. There is 

no alternate dependable source at this late date. 

The element Christianity calls history (events which happened, not mere reports of them) in 

our religion accounts in large part for the preponderance of narrative in most of the Bible up to 

the Epistles in the New Testament. It also is the reason why the ‗Gospels‘ are Gospels—more 

about this later. 

Doctrines—The Biblical Meaning of the Redemptive History 

There is an essential second element in our religion. The events of biblical salvation history—

God‘s acts of redemption—have meaning. They must be interpreted, and are seminally 

interpreted, in the same Scriptures which report God‘s acts. This interpretation is known as 

doctrine. 

The late J. Gresham Machen explained this matter well: 

From the beginning, the Christian gospel, as indeed the name ‗gospel‘ or ‗good news‘ 

implies, consisted of an account of something that had happened. And when from the 

beginning, the meaning of the happening was set forth there was Christian doctrine. 

‗Christ died‘—that is history. ‗Christ died for our sins‘—that is doctrine. Without these 

two elements joined in an absolutely indissoluble union there is no Christianity.
1 

The death of Christ taken as a naked fact is not a doctrine, not even a very significant fact. Julius 

Caesar died. So did my dear father over forty years ago and my dear mother over fifteen years 

ago. ‗It is appointed for man to die once.‘ There is no special meaning for the human race in the 

fact that a man, even a sinless man, died unless someone in a position to have the facts tells us 

why and what for. The death of Christ, as we sometimes hear it correctly said, had a cosmic 

meaning. Statement of the fact with the meaning it has for the world of sinful people is a 

statement of Christian doctrine. We call it the doctrine of atonement. 

There is a modern approach to Christianity which holds all doctrines to be assertions of and 

interpretations of religious experience. My liberal-Niebuhrian college professor of religion, for 

example, claimed that Luther‘s doctrine of Justification by Faith was the Reformer‘s 

interpretation of his religious experience of forgiveness and acceptance by God. Of course, 

Luther himself, who found the doctrine in evangelical Psalms, Galatians and Romans as he 

prepared his sermons for the congregation of one of the churches of Wittenberg, said it was the 

other way around. First he learned the doctrine of Justification of David and Paul on the ground 

of Jesus‘ shed blood, appropriated by faith alone. After he believingly appropriated the 

righteousness of God he had wonderful Christian religious experiences. 

                                                           
1 J. Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1923), p. 27. 
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The distinction between redemptive facts of Christianity and doctrine must not be pressed too 

far, for it does not apply to all doctrines or facts. Some teachings, which must be called 

doctrines, are revealed truths. Among these are the present ministry for us by Christ in heaven, 

His Second Advent and the present ministry of the Holy Spirit. The doctrine of the Holy Trinity 

is part Christian interpretation of events of history (e.g. events at Jesus‘ baptism) and part 

revealed truth. 

Furthermore, there are some doctrines uniformly believed by Christians everywhere, 

confessed and proclaimed, that are not spelled out in any verse of the Bible, but are quite as 

certain as if they were. Some doctrines have comprehensive exact statement in a single text of 

the Bible. Some do not. Why that is true and what theologians have done about it must be 

reserved for later. 

Insistence on proclamation of these two elements, the interpretation of facts, and history and 

its meaning, is found repeatedly in the New Testament. Yet, in spite of that, about every 

generation or so, another emphasis, ‗another gospel‘, ‗which is not another‘, is proposed. When I 

began to learn about such things in college the prevalent notion in Protestant centres of 

ministerial training in America was that the apostles‘ superior grasp of eternal, moral principles 

taught by Jesus and exemplified by Him was the gospel that conquered the empire of Rome. 

Another world depression, Hitler, a Second World War and general dissolution of liberalism 

scotched that fable. Then in America the gospel of existential experience (neo-orthodoxy) came 

and went. After that ‗the image of God in man‘ theology, promoting self-fulfilment as the 

essential Christian gospel came along. There have been and are other theologies. A whole series 

of books about these and other ephemeral theologies sits on the back shelves of many a 

preacher‘s private library today. Like the rest of the world (1 John. 2:17) they are all ‗passing 

away‘. 

The Lives of Countless Believers 

It probably seems obvious to anyone who thinks about it that in some manner Christianity is 

properly to be equated with all the Christian people one knows. This is at least partially correct. 

Christianity is life, human life of a very special kind. Here we must briefly consider some more 

biblical history and apostolic testimony. 

Notice how Paul ties redemptive history and the meaning of it within his own life as 

essential, true religion: ‗Christ will be honoured in my body, whether by life or by death. For to 

me to live is Christ, and to die is gain‘ (Phil. 1:20, 21). ‗I have been crucified with Christ and I 

no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, 

who loved me and gave himself for me‘ (Gal. 2:20 NIV). 

This is what Christianity has been from its beginning. The beginnings of Christianity, as 

reported in Acts and Epistles and Revelation, are now again acknowledged even by many critical 

scholars as definite historical phenomena, not mythical or imaginary. This is in spite of two 

centuries of every conceivable attack on the genuineness of the accounts. Christianity began a 

few days after Jesus‘ resurrection and ascension. It was not an absolute beginning for it existed 

in preliminary form as soon as Jesus gathered that original group of five or six who accompanied 

Him the first year of His public ministry. They did not even have a collective name until years 

later, at Antioch of Syria, their neighbours named them, ‗Christians‘ (Acts 11:26). 

Somehow the fact got abroad into public knowledge that not only was Christ their teacher, 

example and Savior, but that He lived in them and with them. Paul did not invent the theology of 
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Christian life we read of in these statements quoted above from Philippians 1:20, 21 and 

Galatians 2:20. 

Development of the idea of Christian life, individual and as a group, will come later in these 

studies. The dynamics of it, however, are on display beginning with the first chapter of Acts 

through the end of Revelation. In a nutshell, the elements were constant attention 

(proskarterountes) to apostolic doctrine (didachē), to the fellowship (koinōnia), to the special 

central fact of worship, i.e. ‗the breaking of the bread‘, to their prayers together (Acts 2:41, 42 

and 4:23–31) and to their public testimony (Acts 2:43–47 and 5:12–42). These were irresistible 

to outsiders, purifying to insiders and enviable to competitors for the hearts of mankind. 

There has been much interest among historians and philosophers about what caused the 

Christian movement to succeed. What forces were at work in overwhelming the Roman Empire 

by Christianity in the three centuries from about AD 30 to about AD 315? Industrious readers will 

find the matter discussed learnedly in Edward Gibbon‘s multi-volumed The Decline and Fall of 

the Roman Empire, Adolph Harnack‘s The History of Dogma, Ernst Troelsch‘s The Social 

Teachings of the Churches, Kenneth Scott Latourette‘s The History of Christianity and even 

Arnold J. Toynbee‘s multi-volumed Study of History. There are many differences and 

agreements in part among these five writers. All agree, however, that moral quality of the lives 

of these early Christian people, in concert with their love one for another, and care for the 

welfare of all mankind, set them apart. These qualities came gradually to be grudgingly admired 

in spite of harassment by a succession of emperors, in vain hope of saving the corrupt society of 

ancient Roman paganism from ruin, without deigning to acknowledge any of the claims of 

Christianity. 

The same quality of life is of the essence of biblical Christianity. Professed religion 

anywhere without it is less than the religion of which Jesus is the heart, life and centre. 

An Institution-Church, Churches, and Organization 

There is a fourth element—the public association of believers together in congregations. They 

have a corporate life together, partially observable to all men. In John Bunyan‘s classic, The 

Pilgrim‘s Progress, Christian is introduced, rather early in his journey from the City of 

Destruction to Mount Zion, to the great house ‗built by the LORD of the hill, for the relief and 

security of pilgrims‘. There he became acquainted with Prudence, Piety and Charity, was 

furnished companionship and nourishment and sent on his way toward the celestial destination 

panoplied with the full armour of God. This he found useful at every future stage of the journey. 

The people in these visible local associations also think of themselves as members of a 

world-wide spiritual commonwealth of believers. These living believers, together with all 

deceased believers now in heaven, are all together ‗the assembly of the firstborn who are 

enrolled in heaven‘ (Heb. 12:23) and constitute ‗the church, which is his body, the fullness of 

him who fills all in all‘ (Eph. 1:22, 23). 

This unity of the believers both locally and universally is so central in the New Testament 

protrayal of Christianity that our religion can neither be discussed nor possessed without 

reference to it. There is no such thing as having Christ, or loving, admiring or confessing Him 

without similar participation in ‗the church‘. This is the way Christ Himself, determined the 

matter to be. For reasons of space and good order an adequate exposition of the church as a 

doctrine will await its proper place in this treatment of doctrines. The features of the church 

which distinguish it from other social groups will then be examined. The church of today is 

inseparable, in reality and thought about it, from the church of yesterday and the church of 
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tomorrow. It is both a heavenly reality and an earthly entity. The history of Christianity and the 

history of the church may be distinguished but not separated. 

Christianity, to summarize, exists under four inseparable aspects: (1) redemptive acts of God 

in history; (2) doctrines, which are apostolic interpretation of the meaning of that history; (3) the 

lives of those who have embraced the redemptive acts of God in history and the apostolic 

interpretation of them; and (4) the Church (Heb. 12:23) ‗of the firstborn who are enrolled in 

heaven‘. 

II. What Systematic Theology is 

It is apparent that a book of ‗theology‘, even though we have not fully defined theology as yet, is 

connected closely with the ‗doctrine‘ aspect of Christianity. ‗What the church of Jesus Christ 

believes, teaches and confesses on the basis of the Word of God: this is Christian doctrine … The 

Christian church would not be the church as we know it without Christian doctrine.‘
2
 

When what the church teaches is announced as it emerges portion by portion from the Bible 

the discourse is properly called exposition. The process of exploring the texts and bringing out 

the meaning in preparation for exposition is exegesis. Particular teachings are doctrines. These 

doctrines are believed and confessed regularly by Christians in their gatherings for worship, in 

classes and groups as well as privately to their neighbours. When these doctrines are organized 

into some logically coherent arrangement there is systematic theology. As shall become evident, 

systematic theology is more than logical arrangement of biblical doctines, but it must not ever be 

less if it is rightly to claim the title, Systematic Theology of the Christian Religion.
3
 There are 

other adjectives used with ‗theology‘—biblical, historical, practical, dogmatic, symbolic—but 

for now we will attend only to systematic theology. 

Sustained study of doctrines of the Word of God cannot avoid organized, coherent 

arrangement of the doctrines, nor should it. Meaningful study of botany, zoology, law, history, 

medicine, agriculture or any other topic cannot proceed without organized, coherent arrangement 

of the data. 

If new believers are to be instructed, false doctrines exposed, described and corrected, and if 

the teachings of the Bible are to be seen in their wholeness, then something not in the written 

book called the Bible but written in human nature must be brought to it. We call it orderly 

arrangement or system. 

To illustrate, nature has put a hundred species of plants all together in one acre of hillside 

forest on my small farm. But to know and use what is there—even though I was reared on a farm 

and my ancestors for at least ten generations have been ‗yankee farmers‘—I have bought several 

books on botany: one on flowers, others on shrubs, deciduous trees, coniferous trees and so on. I 

even bought several on lumber and another on firewood. Similarly the topics of theology loci, 

(Latin for ‗places‘, in English lo-see, singular, lo-kus) were born of rational necessity for 

thinking people. These loci usually begin with God, then move on to revelation (Holy Scripture), 

                                                           
2 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine vol. I (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1971), p. 1. 

3 J. O. Buswell, A Systematic Theology of the Christian Religion 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1962, 

1971). 
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mankind, sin, redemption (Christ‘s person and work), salvation (application of redemption), 

church and last things. These loci can no more be avoided than hooks in a closet, shelves in a 

pantry or library, or drawers in a filing cabinet. 

Persuading Objectors to Theology 

The moods of recent decades, even in theological schools, have not always been favourable to 

the study of systematic theology—not even to the study of doctrines of church, denomination or 

even of Christianity itself. This may be the fruit of commonly low opinions of authority of all 

kinds among the young—though that may be passing. Yet, even among those hardly to be 

regarded as lawless in spirit, there has been widespread genuine suspicion of systematic 

approaches to Christian doctrines. The ‗pietist‘ flavour of popular, evangelical theology certainly 

has had something to do with this distrust. ‗How can you say anybody‘s beliefs are right and 

another‘s wrong‘ was one new student‘s response to my third lecture and twenty-five pages into 

the textbook for the course, not long ago. I wondered who had admitted this sophomore (‗wise 

fool‘) to a graduate course in theology. ‗Post-modern‘ was not yet a respectable category. 

Whatever it is that causes suspicion of systematic theology, it frequently comes out as a 

preference for something called ‗biblical theology‘ even when the objector may not know what 

biblical theology is. It seems very intellectual and pious to assume prejudice or hoary-headed 

sectarian controversies control ‗systematics‘ while to derive doctrines from fresh, inductive study 

of Scripture gives the Holy Spirit a chance to teach us. John 16:12 may be cited out of context to 

support this outlook. It is not an entirely unworthy attitude, however erroneous. If one has not yet 

thought through the implications of what the Bible has to say about the gift of ‗teacher‘ and 

‗teachers‘, Christ‘s Lordship over truth and warnings against theological independence, an 

atmosphere of doctrinal non-commitment seems quite admirable. The subtlety of Satan has taken 

quick advantage of many who looked at revealed truth in this way. 

A true story about a theological student will convey the matter neatly. He was a bright young 

man in a course leading to the M.A. degree in church history at the seminary. There was a 

required ‗minor comprehensive‘ examination in systematic theology which, to his dismay and 

disgust, he failed utterly. As department chairman in charge of a second try, and with some 

lenity, I allowed the student to read the college level Manual of Christian Doctrine by Louis 

Berkhof, and to document and to make a satisfactory written report in lieu of a second try at the 

examination. Reading this standard work was his very first experience with theology and it 

completely changed his mind about the value of systematic theology in education for a Christian 

ministry of any kind. In his report I was pleased to read the following conversion—uncoerced by 

me, for he did not need to respond personally. ‗I came to Trinity with a strong anti-theological 

bias and I wanted to study church history without studying theology. The fact that I imagined 

such a thing to be possible … indicates the extent of my ignorance of both disciplines. As one 

might expect, I spent an extremely foggy first year.‘ 

He goes on to say he did poorly on his papers in church history, the area of his major, 

because he did not understand the theological issues involved. He acknowledged that the 

theology book I required him to read had not only fascinated him but compelled him to change 

what he now called ‗unsupported dogmas‘ of his own. The report closed as follows: 

The greatest value of the book was in setting boundaries for discussion. When one studies 

church history, the field looks infinite … there is no end to the topics and this is 

extremely frustrating. There is something reassuring about being able to examine a book 
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from cover to cover [Berkhof‘s Manual] and know that one has at least an introduction to 

all the subject area within a given discipline. I have never had a course in introduction to 

theology: the reading of Berkhof could not actually replace such a course, but it did 

provide the general overview of the field which I needed but did not want [desire]. I am 

not yet a theologian, but I know what I will need to become one. 

It is good to know that this young man settled down to complete a standard course of education 

for the Christian ministry, including, of course, all the required systematic theology studies. 

Biblical Mandate for Formal Theological Training 

Is there a specific biblical mandate for setting up schools of training for pastors, missionaries and 

evangelists and, if so, must systematic doctrinal study be a part of it? Do we really need 

teachers? Is it not true that if serious Christians would only gather together with Bibles on their 

laps, read together, and share their insights and experiences, this is all they need to understand 

the Word of God? Is something less explicit than formal, guided study under authorized teachers 

possible and, if so, is it desirable? Is there intellectual depth to Christianity which justly 

challenges the best minds? If so, does that require the same sorts of intellectual rigour which is 

the case in many other areas of human culture? The answer to all these questions is not far to 

seek. 

Let us start with Jesus. He lived out His days as a biblical Jew, according to the requirements 

and instructions of the Law and the Prophets. They spoke to Jesus with authority. The 

synagogue, its school and rabbis were part of His youthful training. He asserted that to search the 

Old Testament is a part of the true way of eternal life. 

This attitude of Jesus He passed on to the apostles, all of whom were already committed to 

the same outlook. They followed Jesus everywhere, being schooled thereby in one of the 

accepted pedagogical methods of the ancient world, i.e. they were true ‗Peripatetics‘ though not 

quite after the Aristotelian model. 

Many times He promised they would understand fully what He had been saying only after 

His resurrection. So, at one of His first post-resurrection meetings with the apostles He ‗opened 

their minds that they might understand the Scriptures‘ (Luke 24:45). From then forward the 

Hebrew Scriptures became for Jesus‘ followers a Christian book. All the vast resources of that 

treasury of religious literature instantly became part of the Christian tradition with distinctly 

Christian meaning. All truth of Old Testament biblical religion, all that was true even in first 

century Judaism, became sources of Christian doctrines. This great body of truths answers the 

deepest questions ever to occupy human minds—about the origin of the world, the nature of 

humanity, about the Godhead, sin, evil, salvation, the future life and many other things. 

The apostles were custodians of their Master‘s teachings, truths to be transmitted to those 

who would believe through their word. From the first the Christian congregations gathered 

regularly to give attention to the apostles‘ ‗doctrine‘. There is merit, if not pressed too far, in 

distinguishing their preaching of the good news (gospel, evangel) from their instruction in 

doctrine. Doctrine in the Acts and Epistles often translates didachē, from the Greek word to 

teach. Didachē is not usually ‗proclaimed as by a herald‘ whereas gospel or evangel was 

proclaimed as by a herald; hence its preaching was kerygma, from kērusso, to proclaim. The 

gospel, when considered narrowly, is only a segment of the proclamation of Christianity, as Paul 

shows in 1 Corinthians 15. The teaching (didachē) contains the gospel, but the gospel does not 

contain all the teaching. After a lesson or two anyone can tell someone else the good news with 
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its simple corollaries. Hence there are useful tracts like ‗Four things God wants You to Know‘—

in use as long as most of us have been alive. 

Doctrine is something else. It is like the halakoth, or moral precepts of rabbinical Judaism. 

Minimally the many passages in the New Testament, employing didachē and the several other 

words for doctrines, require that we distinguish a more complete statement of Christianity 

alongside the proclamation of salvation. The didachē may be characterized as a statement, with 

full explanantion, chiefly to believers, of the entire Christian revelation. Most of these doctrines 

were already contained in the Hebrew Scriptures, what Christians call the Old Testament. Christ 

had opened their minds that they might understand these Scriptures in a Christian way (see Luke 

24:25, 26, 44–49).
4
 This was and is the basis of Christian theology along with the New 

Testament revelation. 

This task of instruction was of sufficient magnitude and importance that the first 

congregation ‗devoted themselves [proskaterountes] to the apostles‘ teaching‘ (Acts 2:42). It was 

also boldly stated to unbelievers of the Jewish nation (Acts 5:28). It sometimes accompanied, 

even preceded, announcement of the gospel in missionary evangelism (see Acts 13:12; 17:19). 

This body of doctrine was a treasure committed by the apostles to the next generation of 

believers. Paul, though he did not derive his message directly from any of the Twelve, 

nevertheless preserved the same methods and emphasis in regard to the instruction of Pauline 

churches. Therefore, typically a Pauline Epistle will devote the major first part to Christian 

doctrines and in the second turn to ethics and practices of Christian living. 

In the Pastoral Epistles Paul instructs leaders of the churches to devote prior attention to this 

deposit of truth. These three letters (1 and 2 Tim. and Titus) are among the most conservative in 

tone of any literature. The last thing Paul or his corps of pastors wished to be was ‗innovative‘ in 

their doctrines. They may have pioneered new methods of evangelism (though always through 

‗the foolishness of preaching‘ [1 Cor. 1:21 KJV]) but they thought of themselves as conservators 

of known truths not inventors of new ones. 

There is considerable evidence that the gist of doctrinal affirmation took on a fixed verbal 

form for liturgical recitation. Researches of C. H. Dodd a couple of generations ago promoted 

this understanding among many scholars. Whether the words were the same everywhere or not, 

in this early period of apostolic and Catholic Christianity, it was important to all the Fathers 

whose writings comment on the matter, that doctrines (what was believed, taught and confessed) 

be the same in every congregation. The Fathers inherited this outlook from the apostles, 

especially Paul whose speeches in Acts and exhortations in his Epistles show how great was his 

concern for uniformity of doctrines everywhere. 

Paul besought the Corinthians all to ‗speak the same thing … perfectly joined together in the 

same mind and in the same judgment‘. There is but ‗one faith‘, he said. The pastor‘s sermon was 

to contain only ‗sound words‘, ‗the trustworthy word … sound doctrine‘ and ‗sound doctrine, in 

accordance with the glorious gospel of the blessed God‘ (1 Cor. 1:10 KJV; Eph. 4:5; 2 Tim. 1:13; 

Titus 1:9; 1 Tim. 1:10–11). These are some of the expressions demonstrating Paul‘s insistence on 

a uniform orthodoxy, perhaps even a standard verbal form or creed-like outline of doctrines, in 

the apostolic churches. 

                                                           
4 I explain further the relevance of all the Old Testament to Christology in my book The Life of Christ 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1976, 1991), pp. 1–36. This book is now The Earthly Career of Jesus, the 

Christ (Fearn, Tain, Ross-shire, Scotland: Christian Focus Publ., 2002). 
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Such mandates for giving ‗constant attention to the apostles‘ doctrine‘, that is, doctrines 

announced in the Old Testament, refined by Jesus, illuminated by the Spirit, enlarged by 

apostles, uniform in all the churches, would have been impossible to effect without a staff of 

exponents—teachers, elders—call them clergy if you like, educated for their vocation. The 

churches everywhere were in immediate need for the services of teachers who had mastered the 

body of doctrine received from the founders. 

The notion that Christianity ever was for any extended period capable of maintaining itself as 

a ‗wholly spiritual‘ movement bound together on spiritual, ethical and social principles only—

without organization, having no recognized trained leadership and committed to no official 

teachings (only the word dogma seems to fit)—is impossible to maintain in light of the evidence. 

It certainly was not true of the early church. Even some Plymouth Brethren have conceded that 

not every new ‗assembly‘ comes to birth with all the spiritual gifts and those gifted to be ‗pastors 

and teachers‘. Very late they have ‗discovered‘ that their founding Fathers were all thoroughly 

educated and theologically trained Anglican clergymen. 

If there were to be teachers who had mastered what Scripture, Jesus and the apostles taught, 

there had to be some programme of instruction. If so, then there were likely also recognized 

schools of theology. We know of several located in metropolitan churches, for example, in 

Caesarea, Antioch and Alexandria in the subapostolic age. How about schools for the training of 

pastors and teachers in Paul‘s time among the churches he founded? All the twelve apostles were 

graduates of the ‗peripatetic‘ school of Jesus. Paul was a learned man already and mentions his 

private studies after conversion over several years (Gal. 1:18; see Acts 22:3; Phil. 3:4–6) before 

setting off on apostolic mission. He, himself, schooled his own missionary corps. 

It should be expected that he would establish means of perpetuating a trained ministry to 

serve on after he was gone from earth—schools of theology—in any centre where Christians 

became numerous. Ephesus was such a place. It is close to certain Paul established such a school 

there. This is the significance some theologians and exegetes have found in 2 Timothy 2:1, 2: 

‗You then, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. And the things you have heard 

me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to 

teach others‘ (NIV). 

I quote only two of several theologians who could be cited. Francis Pieper, a leading 

theologian for the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, wrote this summary statement, ‗Timothy 

performed the work of a theological professor when he committed the things he had learned from 

the Apostle Paul ―to faithful men who will be able to teach others also‖ (2 Tim. 2:2).‘ He quotes 

the Lutheran scholar Quenstedt on oral teaching by professors of theology to student ministers in 

theological schools. This text, he goes on to say, ‗teaches and establishes the mysteries of the 

faith and refutes the errors contrary to sound doctrine more accurately and copiously, and is the 

province of bishops and preachers in the church‘.
5
 

A most convincing argument that this verse mandates a theological seminary in the ancient 

city of Ephesus was proposed by Alfred Plummer as now follows. I quote only certain leading 

statements from Plummer‘s comments on 2 Timothy 2:2 in The Expositor‘s Bible, The Pastoral 

Epistles: 

In this tenderly affectionate address we have a very early indication of the beginnings of 

Christian tradition and Christian schools, two subjects intimately connected with one 

                                                           
5 Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics vol. i (St. Louis: Concordia Publ., 1950), p. 43. 
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another … He [Paul] … exhorts him [Timothy] to make proper provision for continuity 

of sound teaching in the church [Ephesus] committed to his care. In other words, before 

leaving his flock in order to visit his spiritual father and friend, he is to establish a 

school,—a school of picked scholars, intelligent enough to appreciate, and trustworthy 

enough to preserve, all that has been handed down from Christ and His Apostles 

respecting the essentials of the Christian faith … [the authentic and only gospel and 

didachē, Gal. 1:6–9].
6 

Plummer goes on to say that Christ in Matthew 28:19–20 ‗from the outset‘ commanded such 

provision for ‗the tradition‘ and for ‗Christian schools‘. He further showed how ‗experience has 

proved how entirely necessary such [schools] are‘ (p. 466). The doctrine and order of the 

churches tend to be only as sound as the sources (schools or otherwise) where their pastors 

receive their training. 

Plummer wrote as a thoroughly informed orthodox Anglican. He was fully aware of the 

school of thought embodied in the Modernism of Adolph Harnack, which contended Paul had 

overthrown original Christianity, that continuity between Jesus‘ teachings and the doctrine of the 

second century church had been almost totally lost. This gives both importance and poignancy to 

Plummer‘s still fully revelant closing remarks on 2 Timothy 2:1–2, as follows: 

But what is certain respecting the earliest ages of the church is this, that in every Church 

regular instruction in the faith was given by persons in authority specially selected for 

this work, and frequent intercourse between Churches showed that the substance of the 

instruction given was in all cases the same, whether the form of the words was identical 

or not. These facts, which do not by any means stand alone, are conclusive against the 

hypothesis [Harnack‘s] that between the Crucifixion and the middle of the second century 

a complete revolution in the creed was effected; and the traditional belief of Christians is 

not that which Jesus of Nazareth taught, but a perversion of it which owes its origin 

mainly to the overwhelming influence of His professed follower, but virtual supplanter, 

Saul of Tarsus.
7 

In view then of the obvious importance of this text (2 Tim. 2:2), let us enlarge upon it. 

Theological education for ministers is a very large undertaking. It is utterly reasonable that 

every seminary or department which intends to prepare pastors and missionaries will have some 

distinct features since its mandate, is distinct from all others. Let us therefore seek to understand 

in detail and as fully as possible what this, the only such text in the New Testament, has to say to 

the people who found or manage such schools and to tell students what they have a right to 

expect. 

1. Mandate 

The mandate for a special theological school for the ministry is provided in Paul‘s ‗Therefore‘ 

(KJV). He had been expressing concern for ‗the pattern of the sound words that you have heard 

from me‘ throughout chapter 1 (see 2 Tim. 1:13) and was aware of a particular doctrinal peril 

                                                           
6 Alfred Plummer, The Pastoral Epistles. The Expositor’s Bible (New York: A. C. Armstrong & Son, 1908), 

p. 466. 

7 ibid., p. 469. 
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from heresies originating in the very province (Asia) in which Ephesus was located. So this very 

practical Apostle has in mind two reasons for founding a school of theology. The primary one 

was catechetical, the necessity of thoroughly grounding the preachers in the doctrines of 

Christianity; the secondary one was apologetical, preparing the teacher to repel the perversions 

of aggressive promoters of error and heresy. There are therefore sound reasons to assume schools 

of Christian theology have existed from the very beginning and will of necessity always exist in 

some form or other for these same two reasons. 

2. Subject Matter 

Nor are we without guidance as to the subject matter of a sound theological education. Timothy 

knew exactly what it was: the things that he had heard Paul say. As 2 Timothy 1:13 puts it, he 

was to ‗Follow the pattern of the sound words that you have heard from me‘. The content of 

teaching was to be a body of truth, elsewhere designated as ‗teachings‘ (didaskalia), truths 

‗committed to … trust‘ imperiled by ‗godless chatter and the opposing ideas of what is falsely 

called knowledge‘ (1 Tim. 6:20 NIV). No doubt Timothy knew something about inductive study 

and the methods of historical research, as anyone in a learned profession, but neither was 

particularly revelant to the heart of the Christian Theological Academy of Ephesus where 

Timothy served as dean. His assignment was faithful transmission of truth already defined and 

made available to him through the Apostle Paul‘s oral instructions. He was not therefore directed 

to head up a research project—valuable as research in the present age of the world may be. 

Paul‘s Ekousas (aorist) ‗what you have heard‘ sounds for all the world like listening to sermons 

and lectures and not at all like doing research and writing papers (again, valuable in a certain 

context). The origin and authority of these teachings in the Apostles, and ultimately from Christ, 

Himself, has been mentioned earlier and will demand extended attention again in connection 

with the doctrine of Holy Scripture. 

3. Public Quality 

The public quality of these teachings is plain. Timothy had heard it dia pollōn marturiōn, 

‗among many witnesses‘ (KJV and ASV), ‗before‘ (RSV), ‗in the presence of‘ (NASB, NIV). The 

Greek preposition dia with the genitive, as here, ordinarily means ‗through‘, though the 

translations give the necessary sense that what Paul had transmitted to a group, of which 

Timothy was a part, and has now become common property, is to be transmitted in similar public 

manner (church, classrooms, etc.) to another generation. Here is a sort of freedom of information 

statute for Christian doctrine. Though we do not ordinarily conduct our doctrine classes in the 

street (even a university setting is generally inappropriate), our lectures are open. Only the 

interested will come, but the information is not a gnosticism which only the initated may hear. 

Observers of all sorts may be admitted, though membership may be restricted to believers. 

Strictly to the point, tenets of the Christian religion have nothing in common with rituals and 

formulae of secret societies and mystery religions which only initiates and lodge members may 

know. Christ tells us not to cast our pearls before swine or give holy things to dogs, as it were, 

but truly interested people are neither intellectual nor spiritual swine and dogs. They are 

welcome to learn. This being true, no special jargon is strictly necessary to theology, however 

useful specific, technical terms may be. A good term, say ‗Providence‘, may save a lot of time in 

discussion if everyone understands it. Such words—and there are many useful ones—are of 

value as they serve to conserve time, summarize or elucidate ideas, and promote clear 
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communication of ideas. As mere marks of erudition they are useless and should be avoided. On 

the other hand, beginners must be both patient and industrious enough to learn the special terms 

as they come along. Anyone can master the ideas which they represent, given industry, a little 

time and spiritual inclination. 

4. Pedagogical Method 

The pedagogical method is specified in ‗entrust‘, or more exactly, these things (Gr. tauta) 

‗entrust to faithful men‘. 

The usefulness of scientific experiments, of data-gathering and inductive reasoning, in many 

areas of knowledge may not be questioned. There is a widely diffused notion that skills, 

techniques and special information basic to professions such as law, medicine, engineering and 

the like need not be mastered by those aspiring to be pastors and Christian teachers in the office 

of the ministry. Such thinking is contradictory to common sense, and here, contradictory to 

Scripture also. From the beginning there was a body of Christian doctrine to be learned. It was 

not going to be codified and organized for a long time into the future, but in seminal form it was 

all there, not to be researched, but mastered. The truths were to be set before or put before as 

food on a table. The Greek word is paratithēmi, also used of Jesus‘ setting His parables before 

the disciples (Matt. 13:24, 31). 

5. Recipients 

The subjects, that is the ones instructed in the theological school, are ‗faithful men‘ (‗reliable 

men‘ NIV). 

An important matter is present here. The word is not ‗believing men‘ but ‗faithful men‘. The 

former would be pisteuousi; the latter (in the text before us) is pistois, dative plural of pistos, 

faithful. 

Christian truths belong to all Christians, but not everyone is equipped by nature and the 

special gifts of the Holy Spirit to be a teacher. So the church needs to make provision that some 

be trained in order to be ‗able to teach others also‘. Paul‘s rhetorical question ‗Are all teachers?‘ 

(1 Cor. 12:29) implies that not all are teachers. This is true in the home. Parents teach the 

children, not the other way around. Not every Christian is required to be a teacher of the Word. 

Only a small group must be ‗able to teach‘ (1 Tim. 3:2, didaktikon, related to didaskō to teach), 

i.e. the bishop (=elder or pastor). It is therefore both lawful and wise that those admitted to this 

kind of education at church expense be approved ahead of time. Or if that is impractical, then at 

least, as Francis Pieper wrote: ‗Therefore men must not be elected to the teaching office by lot or 

in any other haphazard way; only such may be chosen as possess the qualifications set down in 1 

Tim. 3:1 ff; Titus 1:5–11, one of which is a special aptitude to teach [others].‘
8
 

6. Goal 

The goal of special theological education is that those so instructed be ‗able to teach others also‘. 

This is not, specifically, evangelism. Only by a very loose employment of language is it 

‗discipling‘. If one wishes to speak exactly, disciples are not made by theological education, 
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though certainly it is not irrelevant. Disciples of Christ are His confessed followers—i.e. public 

Christians. Ordinarily they become so by public baptism. Of course, the ones who are instructed 

and who are obedient are better disciples than those who are uninstructed and disobedient. The 

preparation of these men is in order to teach all the believers: ‗able to teach others [other 

Christians] also‘. There is a large body of Scripture information on the ministry of pastoral 

teaching. Let it await the proper locus in the doctrine of the church. 

Every experienced preacher and teacher knows that there are several levels of theological 

teaching. The one appropriate for everyone at the same time is the sermon. Yet, as we should 

know, preaching good sermons takes extraordinary skill, especially when they must be delivered 

by the same minister one to three or four times a week to the same band of listeners, week after 

week, year in and year out. 

The study of theology is therefore particularly important for ministers of the Word 

throughout their years of preaching and teaching. Since all believers are admonished by Scripture 

to deepen their understanding of divine things, the study of theology in a structured manner is 

appropriate for everyone. ‗In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need 

someone to teach you the elementary truths of God‘s Word all over again. You need milk, not 

solid food! Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching 

about righteousness. But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained 

themselves to distinguish good from evil‘ (Heb. 5:12–14 NIV). 

2 

Preliminary to Talk about God 

The most striking statement in the whole Bible may be the first one: ‗In the beginning, God 

created the heavens and the earth‘ (Gen. 1:1). 

The Bible begins with talk about God. It also ends that way (Rev. 22:18–21). 

There is no preliminary introduction to the leading person or ‗idea‘. God is simply 

encountered at the start. It is assumed those who hear the Bible read for the first time already 

have the idea of a person called God in their world of thought. God‘s name appears twenty-eight 

times in the first chapter—God did this or God said that—yet not a single sentence is devoted to 

identifying or defining Him. Nothing is said about where God came from or what He is like. 

Later in Scripture God is identified in contrast with other non-gods, which are regarded by 

mistaken people as real (Isa. 41:21–24; 44:6–17; 1 Cor. 8:4–6). There are a few very important 

statements about God‘s being (e.g. ‗The LORD our God, the LORD is one‘) and some formal 

statements about His character (e.g. ‗I the LORD … am a jealous God‘). The clear position of the 

authors of Scripture is that people come to the Bible already knowing God exists. The burden of 

Scripture is to tell of God‘s dealings with mankind. In process, enough is disclosed about God 

and the world that it is quite correct to say Scripture tells us all we need to know about the One 

who is Creator, Savior and LORD and all we need to know of ourselves as well. 

This spirit and outlook were shared by the Reformation Fathers who shaped the great creeds 

and confessions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Luther‘s Small Catechism, for the 
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instruction of the children of believing parents, for example, begins: ‗I believe that God has 

made me and all creatures.‘
1
 John Calvin, who after 400 years still informs most evangelical 

Protestant teachers, began the first (and archetypal) complete work of Protestant theology with 

the sentence: ‗Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists 

of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.‘
2
 

Most informed students of the Bible are convinced that people do not need to be told that 

God exists. We already know too painfully well He does exist. The Christian mission is, in part, 

to address this painful awareness, to clear up the garbled understanding of God with correct 

information and to relieve the conscience of its weight of guilt, provided, of course, that the 

‗good news‘ is received into the heart. To bring people true awareness of the living God lays 

them in the dust of despair. Like the Israelites before God‘s presence at Sinai (Exod. 19:16–20; 

Deut. 5:23–27; 18:16) and like that startled man in the Gospel (Luke 5:8), they are apt to cry: 

‗Depart from me, for I am a sinful man‘. Or like Isaiah, they may exclaim: ‗Woe is me! For I am 

lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips‘ (Isa. 

6:5). According to the Apocalypse of John, everyone on earth—‗the kings of the earth and the 

great ones and the generals and the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave and free‘—finally 

shall be compelled to be present while God acts and to respond when He speaks. When that 

happens they will call to mountains and rocks, ‗Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who 

is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb‘ (Rev. 6:15, 16). 

General Awareness of God 

But let us press the point of awareness of God among all humanity much further. Basic to all the 

preaching and exhortation of Scripture is the assumption that all people everywhere already 

know something about God. They are not unaware of their dependence upon Him or their 

accountability to Him. The book of Jonah furnishes a striking example. The Hebrew prophet, 

after obstinate delays, did finally preach his divinely imparted message in the great, pagan city of 

Nineveh. He cried, ‗Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown‘ (Jon. 3:4). Significantly, 

the narrative runs on: ‗So the people of Nineveh believed God, and proclaimed a fast‘ (Jon. 3:5 

KJV). Jonah obviously delivered no preliminary lectures on monotheism or biblical theism. There 

was already sufficient awareness of the one God even in Nineveh to produce understanding of 

Jonah‘s preachment. 

When the word came to the king of Nineveh he joined in, announcing national repentance. 

‗Let everyone turn from his evil way … Who knows? God may turn and relent … so that we 

may not perish‘? (Jon. 3:8–9). The pagan Ninevites evidently had a more exact understanding of 

divine truth as ground for evangelism than did the scripturally informed Jews of Jesus‘ time. For 

the LORD said, ‗The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation and 

condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than 

Jonah is here‘ (Luke 11:32). 

This knowledge of God which sinful people have does not bring them pleasure and peace, for 

that knowledge is largely guilty knowledge. The prophets of Old Testament times relied on this 
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2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 vols., (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960, I, 1.1.), 
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guilty knowledge, even in heathen hearts, to rebuke their sins. Amos, for example, directed 

prophecies of judgment against five of the neighbour lands of Judah and Israel (Amos 1:1–2). 

God condemned Damascus for excessive violence in conduct of war (1:3), the Philistines of 

Gaza for unnecessary cruelty to a whole nation in time of war (1:6), Tyre for treaty-breaking 

(1:9), Edom for lack of fraternal feeling and murderous anger (1:11), Ammon for atrocities 

against the women of a conquered district (1:13), Moab for desecration of a neighbour people‘s 

cemetery (2:1). This last, against Moab, is very instructive, for no familiar verse in the Bible says 

one must respect others‘ graveyards. Yet people somehow know they should do so. Even though 

they may never have heard of God‘s covenant name, Jehovah, these people had some moral 

standards which they knew God would enforce. 

On the other hand, even without the special aid of supernatural revelation, this knowledge 

has benefited mankind. It has improved our morals and put some restraint on our sins. Almost all 

of the world‘s best art has been Creator-directed. Families have been moved by this dim 

awareness to dignify and beautify their homes. Parents seek the training of their children and 

improvement of their lives. 

The Bible very quickly moves on to show that the ‗creator of heaven and earth‘ is not some 

obscure principle or power. He is a certain Being who tolerates no rivals. Though there are many 

claimants to deity, there is but one being in the category of God. In the first chapter of the Bible 

God is called Elohim (El-o-heem). This is joined in chapter 2, with LORD to form the name LORD 

God or YHWH Elohim. The pronunciation of those four letters, rendered ‗LORD‘ in our Bibles, 

will be discussed later. Several other names and name-like terms appear farther along in the 

Bible. But they all belong to Him that is true, ‗The LORD our God, the LORD is one‘ (Deut. 6:4). 

The possible reasons for this variety of names, their meanings and significance for the doctrine 

of God, will be considered shortly. 

Necessity and Importance of Worship of God 

A report of the earliest efforts of people to worship God is the immediate sequel of the narrative 

of creation and fall (Gen. 1–3). Such is the primary importance of the story of Cain and Abel 

(Gen. 4:1–15). Its relevance to doctrine is immediately apparent. No discussion of God‘s being, 

person or attributes precedes the story. Nor are there recorded instructions on time, manner and 

means of worship. The record simply states the first two men born into the fallen race were fully 

aware that God is and if God exists He may not be ignored, the way we have come to ignore so-

called background music. If God the Creator exists (and we know He does) then man, the only 

visible rational creature on earth, must worship Him as also do the angels in heaven. The two 

sons of Eve knew this. We have no knowledge of how they came to have this information. 

Various explanations have been offered. But, know it they did. All generations of mankind since 

have known no less, however garbled and corrupted the knowledge may have become. 

One God, Lost and Recovered 

Though, as we have seen, the first generations of humanity worshipped God (Elohim), when the 

narrative of redemptive history moves on to the call of Abraham that event is interpreted as a 

recovery from paganism. There is a certain reverence for the superiority of the religion and 

morality of people of Abram‘s origin over the Canaanites, among whom Abram and his 

descendants to the fourth generation dwelt for 215 years; they were nevertheless polytheists. 
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Abram‘s obedience therefore involved something like a ‗change of religion‘. True, there were 

survivals of primitive monotheism (Melchizedek was priest of ‗God Most High‘, Gen. 14) and 

Moses‘ father-in-law seems to have worshipped Him, yet passages such as Joshua 24:2 and 

Rachel‘s attachment to her father‘s teraphim, or household gods (Gen. 31:25–35), shows that 

their Aramean ancestral tribe were corrupted in some degree at least by polytheism. 

This is not the place to discuss rival views of the religion of the ancient Semites from whom 

Abram took his origin. Nor is it the place to discuss to what degree his faith in the LORD 

(YHWH), who revealed Himself at the oak of Moreh (Gen. 12:6, 7) and whom he worshipped at 

Bethel (Gen. 12:8), was mixed with the false notions of Ur and Haran from which he came. The 

title of a once widely used book, Hebrew Religion, Its Origin and Development (Oesterley and 

Robinson) aptly phrases the subject, which continues to attract the interest of biblical scholars 

and archaeologists. 

The Abrahamic (Hebrew) people became worshippers of the LORD God alone. The 

perfection of that new faith and its development is an emphasis of the rest of the Bible. It is 

appropriate now to show what the Bible itself has to say as to some of the specific means 

employed in divine providence to bring that to pass. What specifically convinced Abram to 

follow ‗God Most High‘ and what means was employed to perpetuate that faith among his 

posterity? 

We do not know what external means the divine Spirit employed to convince Abram 

belatedly to follow the initial call (Gen. 12:1–4; Heb. 11:8). We do know how God strengthened 

his faith, as reported in Genesis 12–25 and as interpreted by the New Testament (Rom. 4; Heb. 

11). 

Miracles, Prophecy and Biblical Monotheism 

Considering the utterly anti-supernatural spirit of the epoch in which we live one might wish to 

avoid the plain truth of the matter. Nevertheless, the biblical narrative from Genesis 12 to the end 

of Revelation employs what we call miracles and prophecy (in the sense of fulfilment of specific 

prediction) in showing how first the messengers of the LORD (Moses and the prophets) and then 

the people to whom they spoke came to be intellectually convinced of the LORD as the sole living 

and true God. Monotheism, as such, will be discussed later at greater length. 

First we consider a striking exemplary case. In a time of national apostasy Elijah the Tishbite 

suddenly appeared before King Ahab announcing the beginning of a contest. It was to be 

between Jehovah (YHWH) and His prophet on the one hand and the fertility gods and goddesses 

of the Canaanite pantheon with their many so-called prophets on the other. The fascinating story 

composes 1 Kings, chapters 17 and 18. 

The correct pronunciation of the covenant name of Israel‘s God is not known. Modern 

scholars have proposed the vowels a and e to accompany the YHWH, hence Yah-weh. There is an 

older, more Arabic-like pronunciation of Hebrew (Sephardic) as well as the presently preferred 

Eastern European (Yiddish, Ashkenazic). The traditional ‗Jehovah‘ has the merit of centuries of 

use in English translations. I am not consistent in use of either Jehovah or Yahweh; I prefer 

usually to translate the name as LORD (all capitals) as in KJV, ASV, RSV and ESV. 

The significance of it is pointed out near the end of Elijah‘s prayer and the people‘s response: 

‗Elijah the prophet came near and said, ―O LORD God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be 

known this day that you are God in Israel, and that I am your servant, and that I have done all 

these things at your word … that this people may know that you, O LORD, are God‘ (1 Kings 

18:36, 37). Immediately the fire of God fell on the water-soaked sacrifice which Elijah had 



 
87 

prepared and consumed it, together with the stones of the altar and the wood. Then, ‗when all the 

people saw it, they fell on their faces and said, ―The LORD, he is God‖ [Jehovah is the Elohim]‘ 

(1 Kings 18:39). This is not the only such contest reported in the Bible but it is certainly the most 

striking one. They are in the Scriptures to teach us. What do they teach? That God has 

demonstrated Himself to be true by the mighty acts of power which are performed at His 

messengers‘ word. In each case the messengers of God were authenticated by the same great acts 

of God‘s power. Other such incidents involving the prophets of ancient Israel are reported at 1 

Kings 22 and notably at Jeremiah 28 (see also Ps. 106, esp. v. 12). 

The contest of Elijah with the prophets of Baal has been mentioned first because it is such an 

outstanding example of the biblical method of demonstrating that the God of the Bible alone is 

God. God‘s action in omnipotence and omniscience (miracles and prophecy) are united in a 

remarkable way in Scripture. 

It may come as a surprise to see just how thoroughly woven into the faith of ancient believers 

the use of prophecy and miracle really was. Let us look further in the Old Testament. Herein the 

Bible itself is telling why it must be believed. It addresses us with kinds of evidence all human 

beings must believe in if they are to be saved, the kind which will surely convince everyone at 

the end of life and at the judgment. These statements of evidence lying in the midst of narrative 

constitute the ancient ‗apologetics‘ of the Bible, itself. 

There is first the faith of the patriarchs. Abraham was told his wife would have a son through 

whom God‘s many promises to the family (Gen. 12:1–3; 15:14–16) would be fulfilled. When 

faith was weak (Gen. 18:10–12), Sarah being ninety years of age and Abraham one hundred, 

God promised them a son within the following year (Gen. 18:11–14). Within the year a son was 

born to them (Gen. 21:1, 2). Sarah had laughed in her doubt (Gen. 18:12) and, as if to rebuke her, 

Abraham named the child ‗Laughter‘, for such is the meaning of the name, Isaac. Similar 

experiences were granted to Isaac, Jacob and especially to Joseph, as the stories of these men in 

the last half of Genesis report. 

One may think of Moses as a veritable giant of faith and so he became, but he was not always 

so. When God first found him he was weak-kneed and vacillating (Exod. 3:11; 4:1, 10). The 

method of prophecy and miracle convinced him as it did others who heard of it. At the time of 

the ‗burning bush‘ God told Moses his brother Aaron, then in Egypt far away, would meet him in 

the wilderness (Exod. 4:14, 27, 28); God said, ‗this shall be the sign for you, that I have sent you: 

when you have brought the people out of Egypt, you shall serve [worship] God on this mountain‘ 

(Ex. 3:12). Both the prophecies were quickly fulfilled in detail (Exod. 19:1–25). These 

experiences were important parts of the enactment of the Mosaic covenant at Sinai, which in turn 

is the main part of the Pentateuch, the foundation of all biblical religion and written revelation.
3
 

In one sense the ten plagues of Egypt and the remarkable dividing of the waters of the Red 

Sea were marvels of God‘s power. They were also each a marvel of divine omniscience—in each 

case a prediction fulfilled—of water turned to blood, lice, darkness, death of the first-born, etc. 

Each was fulfilled on schedule as announced by God‘s messengers, Moses and Aaron. Both the 

                                                           
3 The covenant of the Law was miraculously confirmed at Sinai (=Horeb). The Old Testament historical 

books trace Israel’s obedience and disobedience to the Law of the Pentateuch; the poetical books 

celebrate the Law; while the prophetical books report the prophets’ efforts to rebuke disobedience of 

the Law and to encourage obedience to it. Jesus came to fulfil the law and to announce its successor 

covenant—which we have in the New Testament. 
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messengers and the God they claimed to represent were thus certified as genuine. This was 

‗apologetics‘ indeed! When this marvelous series of divine manifestations was over, climaxed by 

the Israelites‘ crossing of the Red Sea between walls of water, the drowning of the pursuing 

Egyptian army and its Pharaoh, just as Moses had predicted, there was not an Israelite who did 

not know in his heart that the LORD is God and Moses his servant: ‗Israel saw the great power 

that the LORD used against the Egyptians, so the people feared [worshipped] the LORD, and they 

believed in the LORD and in his servant Moses‘ (Exod. 14:31). 

Forty years later, with the migrating nation poised for the attack on Canaan, Moses was about 

to die. The new civil and military leader, Joshua, had already been selected. But there was no one 

yet to take Moses‘ place as God‘s messenger. At this juncture the aged lawgiver proclaimed the 

office of prophet, with a succession of men to fill it (Deut. 18:9–18). The several qualifications 

of the prophet need not concern us here, with one exception. There was a possibility of 

impostors. One of the means by which the impostor might be infallibly detected was his inability 

to predict the near future (Deut. 18:21, 22). These were not to be long-range prophecies of the 

remote future but short-range predictions that could be observed and tested by the people of the 

prophet‘s own time. 

A prophet had to be an Israelite ‗from among their brothers‘ (Deut. 18:15, 18); he spoke only 

in the name of Jehovah—‗in my name‘ (Deut 18:20); he must be able to predict near future 

events (Deut. 18:21, 22). Further he might be asked to perform a miracle (Deut. 13:1 ff.). But 

even if he met all these requirements the supposed prophet had to honour the one LORD God of 

Israel and his message had to be conformable to previously authenticated revelation from God, 

specifically the Mosaic covenant-law (Deut. 13:1–18). The utter seriousness of the matter is 

demonstrated by the extreme measures employed to enforce the rule. Deuteronomy 13 explains 

why later Elijah forthrightly demanded extermination of 500 prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18:40). 

The last great prophet, the consummation of the line of the prophets, was our Lord Himself. 

There were others in the apostolic age who spoke by special divine revelation, but all these spoke 

by His authority and were but channels of His revelation. When Jesus came, He too was certified 

as a true messenger of God in the same way. The Jews asked for a sign of His authority, and He 

predicted His resurrection (Matt. 12:38–40; John 2:13–22). When John the Baptist wanted a sign 

that the Messiah stood before him, God let him know ahead of time that in some visible manner 

he would see the Spirit of God descending on the Messiah (John 1:33). When at Jesus‘ baptism 

John saw exactly that, fulfilled prophecy had again given its seal of certainty (John 1:29–32). 

When later, John the Baptist, from his cell in jail, asked for further assurance, Jesus only alluded 

to His fulfilment of ancient prophecies (Matt. 11:2–6; cf. Isa. 29:18; 35:5, 6; 61:1). 

The most extensive evidential use of fulfilled prophecy in the Bible itself is in the portion of 

Isaiah which begins with chapter 40 and leads up to the marvelous prediction of our Lord‘s 

career in chapter 53. In this section the LORD God Himself is represented in contest with the 

impotent gods of paganism for human minds. The theme running through the passage, in part, is 

that the LORD alone is God for He alone can act. Among His mightiest acts is true prediction of 

the future. The entire section should be read at this point, but let us extract a few verses. 

Set forth your case, says the Lord; bring your proofs, says the King of Jacob. 
Let them bring them, and tell us what is to happen. Tell us the former things, what 

they are, that we may consider them, that we may know their outcome or declare to us the 

things to come. 
‗Tell us what is to come hereafter, that we may know that you are gods; do good, or 

do harm, that we may be dismayed and terrified. [At least do something.] Behold, you are 
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nothing and your work is less than nothing; an abomination is he who chooses you‘ (Isa. 

41:21–24). 

In this manner God demonstrates His magnificent solitary grandeur, showing that He alone is 

God—for He alone can either reconstruct the unknown or forgotten past, or predict the unknown 

future. In the same tenor, but even more emphatically, the LORD later says: ‗I am God, and there 

is no other; I am God, and there is none like me, declaring the end from the beginning, and from 

ancient times things not yet done‘ (Isa. 46:9, 10). 

Thus we have seen that from the very earliest times in the history of biblical revelation and 

redemption the fulfillment of prophecy has been a strong proof of the validity of God‘s own 

claims and the claims of His messengers. We have observed this in the assurance of the pre-

Mosaic patriarchs, in the accreditation of Moses to the Israelites, in the support of the faith given 

to the Hebrews at the time of the Exodus, and from thence onward to New Testament times. The 

Messiah Himself and God His Father have placed their confidence in this mode of apologetical 

proof. 

Validity of Apologetical Use of Fulfilled Prophecy 

Fulfilled prophecy, however, is only part of the base of biblical evidences. In fact, standing alone 

it would prove nothing except that some people in the history of the world have had a strange, 

inexplicable knowledge of the future. It is the connection of this supernatural power with the 

miracles of Scripture (i.e. those reported and authorized therein), the relation of both miracles 

and prophecy with the Jewish people and the claims of their prophets, apostles and Messiah, that 

makes the case for Christianity an infallible one. 

Even so it must be remembered that even though God has declared the case a certain one, it 

is possible for us to deny it (Isa. 53:1–3; cf. John 12:37–41; Acts 3:1–4, 22, especially 4:13–18; 

Acts 17:30–32). The gospel will always remain foolishness to the minds of sinful people until the 

Holy Spirit enlightens them (1 Cor. 1:18; 2:14). The important thing for us to see in this 

connection is that if people fail at this point, the root of the failure is not in their mental faculties 

but in their spiritual ones: that their rejection is not based on intellectual obstacles but on moral 

ones. Their active resistance and arguments prove that they are vital and active mentally, but as 

to spiritual things are ‗dead in … trespasses and sins‘ (Eph. 2:1–3; cf. 1 Cor. 2:14). 

Sometimes people simply reject fulfillment of prophecy as impossible and, without bringing 

the ‗case to court‘, refuse to examine the evidence. When the evidence is thrust upon them, 

various expedients are devised. In the case of people who endorse outright materialism or 

atheism, we must seek to convince them of the existence of a personal, transcendent creator-God. 

Until this is done, they will not even consider the evidence. Yet it must be admitted that the only 

conclusive proof of the existence of the Christian God lies in the miraculous deeds by which He 

has borne witness to Himself. The nature of the situation requires supernatural acts as proof. 

This, to use a technical phrase, is to say the rational arguments of natural theology are useful in 

that they may remove philosophical objections to the true Christian evidences. Fortunately, most 

people will at least consider the evidence. The average citizen, however this-worldly his 

interests, does not find it difficult to accept the possibility of the supernatural. 

The common device for voiding the evidential value of biblical prophecies appears to have 

been invented in the third Christian century by a pagan philosopher named Porphyry (AD 233–

304). This man was the most noted disciple of Plotinus, the father of the movement known as 

Neoplatonism, a system of thought which taught that the universe emanates out of God and that 
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salvation is achieved by ascetic practices. St Augustine reports that Porphyry was brought up a 

Christian and after becoming apostate wrote against Christianity from a spirit of revenge. A very 

clever writer, Porphyry saw that if he could convince others that the predictions of the Old 

Testament, especially the detailed ones of the book of Daniel, were written after the events they 

predict had transpired, then he would have destroyed one of the main supports for their faith in 

the inspiration of Scripture and in Christianity. Little has been added to Porphyry‘s arguments 

(as far as they are known), though his method has become exceedingly popular among liberal 

higher critics. 

Essential Features of Predictive Prophecy 

It must be recognized that prophecies of the sort under consideration will have some distinctive 

characteristics. They will not be mere sage remarks, or scientific prediction based on laws of 

nature. Neither will they reflect a humanly controlled situation wherein the prophet or his 

supporters fulfill the prophecy. They must be predictions of the future such as only God could 

know and bring to pass. 

Another necessary feature is a degree of obscurity in many of the predictions. At first thought 

this might seem seriously to weaken the evidential value. Actually, it is the basis of its strength. 

The prophecy ordinarily will have a true but obscure reference to future events. Let us pursue 

this thought. 

Jesus‘ predictions of His resurrection will serve as typical examples. In His prophecy of 

Matthew 12:40 He did not clearly say He would die, that His body would be buried, and that 

three days later His body would be resurrected, leaving a tomb empty. Rather He made an 

enigmatical reference to Jonah‘s experience in the ‗great fish‘ and indicated that He would have 

a similar experience in the ‗heart of the earth‘, i.e. underground. When He predicted the 

resurrection in connection with His cleansing of the temple (John 2:18, 19), He said, ‗Destroy 

this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.‘ Actually, except for Jesus Himself, no one on 

earth really understood those predictions until after the resurrection and then only with 

considerable reflection (John 2:20, 21). When prophecy had become history, with reflection, it 

was then seen that our Lord was speaking of the resurrection, and that unmistakably (John 2:22). 

If this obscurity were not initially present, prophecy might actually produce either its non-

fulfillment through the efforts of those who might wish to oppose it, or its evidential value might 

be destroyed by the bungling efforts of other too-helpful friends who would try to bring it to 

pass. 

Thus, far from being a flaw in the evidence, this feature is one of the strengths of the 

evidence of fulfilled prophecy. It is like a case presented either by the prosecution or the defence 

in court when a true verdict is issued at the time of decision. As the case is being assembled, the 

pieces may seem difficult, disconnected and obscure. But once the truth is known, all fit a 

pattern. It is also like a disassembled jigsaw puzzle, which seems only dimly connected with a 

picture when lying in its box but assumes an unmistakable picture pattern when once it is 

assembled. The full design cannot be known till the pieces are put together. So the full design of 

prophecy, dimly seen at first, becomes clear with fulfillment. 

The doctrine that God alone is God is nowhere spelled out more faithfully than by Paul in an 

exceedingly helpful passage. Let us lay some background. The common knowledge that God the 

mighty Maker does exist was important to the Greeks. This truth, however, had been perverted. 

The public religion of Greece was a gross, expensive, corrupting worship of many gods. At 
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Corinth there was particularly offensive development of this feature of Greek culture. Idol 

worship got mixed up with the marketing of meat (the flesh of animals). It was hard even to buy 

a piece of fresh meat in the ‗shambles‘ (butcher shop, 1 Cor. 10:25) that had not been previously 

offered to an idol. What should a Christian do? The believers there wanted to know. So Paul 

wrote, ‗Therefore, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that ―an idol has no real 

existence,‖ and that ―there is no God but one‖. For although there be so-called gods in heaven or 

on earth—as indeed there are many ―gods‖ and many ―lords‖—yet for us there is one God, the 

Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through 

whom are all things and through whom we exist‘ (1 Cor. 8:4–6). In view of the nonentity of gods 

other than the true God, Paul went on to say, the flesh of animals offered to an idol by someone 

else had not been harmfully affected. So the flesh could be bought in the market and eaten in all 

good conscience by a Christian. Idol-gods are nonentities. They cannot therefore do anything at 

all. The only God who acts is the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

In the following chapters our attention will be directed first to the vocabulary by which 

scholars discuss the subject of God and later to the names by which we may address or refer 

scripturally to the true and living God. 

3 

Special Terms of Talk about God 

Through all the chapters of this book the discussion will necessarily employ a minimum of 

somewhat special vocabulary. Most of these terms and the ideas which they designate have been 

in use for centuries. If the reader already lives in a world of discourse where one is at home with 

theological vocabulary, fine. Unhappily, public education, now fully secularized, by simple 

omission of our religious culture, has about eliminated even simple theological vocabulary from 

discourse. 

The godly wisdom of the Reformers of the sixteenth century rejected most of the ultra-

refined vocabulary of late medieval scholastic philosophers and theologians. These denizens of 

the university faculties gave formal endorsement of the doctrine of grace, that is salvation from 

start to finish as a free gift. Most of them claimed to follow this doctrine as found in Augustine‘s 

expositions of Paul‘s Epistles and in his anti-Pelagian writings. Yet, following persistent streaks 

of legalism (salvation by keeping rules), moralism (salvation by being good), sacerdotalism 

(salvation mediated through sacred ceremonies) and accumulation of merit—all with some 

rootage in certain church Fathers—they mixed grace with human merit as necessary for 

salvation. These same philosopher-theologians created an ever-growing, never conclusive body 

of controversial theology—distinction after distinction, refinement after refinement—that 

continued up to Reformation times. In the vocabulary of this scholastic theology—petrified and 

perpetuated in canons of councils and decrees of popes—there are said to be innumerable kinds 

of faith and grace, justification and sanctification, for example. Sadly, in each distinction there 

was (and still is in Rome‘s theology) some affirmation that grace saves by enabling the Christian 

to accumulate merit for salvation. 
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The first line of Reformers—notably Luther, Melanchthon and Calvin—rejected the 

scholastic project of relating theology to any theory of the nature of substance (metaphysics), of 

epistemology (how knowledge is gained) or the status of universals, whether realism or 

nominalism, and the like. 

The leading reformers were schooled in the learning of the day, hence well acquainted with 

late scholasticism, which in turn had as subject matter the philosophy-science of antiquity. They 

did not, however, interpret Scripture or teach theology as partisans in philosophical debate. 

Where some of the rich vocabulary of that learning was helpful, they used it, but only sparingly, 

taking care to explain. They addressed the multitudes of their time, not the university professors. 

Leaders of the Reformation wished to win the church people as well as the pastors and did so in 

plain language. Paul Althaus remarks: ‗Luther recognizes the inner relationship and even identity 

of religious intellectualism and moralism. He shows that both are in opposition to the cross.‘
1
 

Melanchthon, author of the first Protestant manual of evangelical theology (1521), in the 

dedication of his book wrote: 

Rightly oriented teachers are needed, therefore, to clarify and preserve the proper 

meaning of the words of the prophets [O.T.] and apostles [N.T.]. And such true teachers 

do not invent new or peculiar doctrines about God; instead, they stay close to the 

unadulterated [einigen] meaning, which God himself revealed through the words which 

are found in the writings of the prophets and apostles and in the creeds.
2 

The creeds to which Melanchthon refers, contrary to what some unfriendly critics say, use 

technical terms sparingly and then only to make matters clear rather than obscure. 

Calvin, in the Prefatory Address of the Institutes, addressed King Francis I of France, saying: 

I undertook this labor especially for our French countrymen, very many of whom I knew 

to be hungering and thirsting for Christ.… The book [the Institutes] itself witnesses that 

this was my intention, adapted as it is to simple and, you may say, elementary form of 

teaching.
3 

The period of Protestant scholasticism (mainly seventeenth century) reverted somewhat to over-

refinement, but since that time evangelical theologians have intended to produce a more chaste 

and limited special vocabulary of their specialty. As new or renewed controversies, errors and 

heresies have arisen, a few new terms of necessity have been borrowed or coined, and some 

ancient vocabulary has re-entered our discourse. Further, since philosophers also think and speak 

                                                           
1 Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther (Philadelphoa: Fortress Press, trans. Robert Schultz, 1966), 

p. 28. 

2 Philipp Melanchthon, Melanchthon on Christian Doctrine, Loci Communes, 1555 (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Book, 1982, trans. Clyde L. Manschreck), p. xliii. 

Institutes John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 volumes 

Institutes John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 volumes 

3 John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. F. L. Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 

vol i, 1960), p. 6. 
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about God and some who write theology, if not philosophers, are acquainted with philosophy, 

some of the language of modern philosophy has been found useful. 

The Bible itself furnishes most of the terms of theology and usually in such context as to be 

understood upon close attention. Some other terms have entered the discourse from writers 

critical of historic, orthodox understanding of the language of Scripture, the creeds and 

evangelical theology. We need to know these terms and the ideas behind them to relate our 

interpretation and proclamation to them. 

At the end of this chapter, I propose some of the most important questions about God and His 

ways and hope to lead the reader into preliminary decisions about how those questions ought to 

be answered. 

We shall discuss, firstly, the several uses of the word theology and modifications thereof. The 

most influential modern philosopher, Emmanuel Kant (1724–1804), made memorable and 

important a distinction between the world of phenomena and the world of noumena. This kind of 

distinction is at least as old as Aristotle (384–322 BC). Whether they know it or not, this 

distinction affects the manner in which people today, learned or not, understand all discussion of 

ultimate matters. Theology makes ultimate concerns, as Paul Tillich has taught us to say, its 

stock-in-trade. More recently, a distinction between propositional and existential truth has 

become so prevalent that one must decide early as to how to receive biblical statements about 

God. A very influential modern writer has introduced certain ideas about ultimate concerns, 

essence, being, being in itself that must be heeded if one is to read about the doctrine of God in 

anything other than purely Bible language. Notice must also be taken of the special use which 

theology makes of the words apology and apologetics. Then some more ancient questions must 

be raised—the relation of faith and reason, the meaning of knowledge when we say we have 

knowledge of God, and, finally, the meaning and relation of anthropomorphism to proper 

interpretation of the Bible. 

Theology 

This word (Greek, theos, God, plus logos, science of a thing) and its modification, theological, is 

used in at least four distinct, somewhat technical, senses. 

(1) The broadest signifies all techniques, training and information related to the Christian 

religion. Thus, we refer to a theological seminary, meaning a school that teaches a very broad 

scope of studies related to training for the Christian ministry. Sometimes divinity is employed as 

an approximate stand-in for this sense of the word theology. In former times, divinity was often 

employed rather than theology. It is in this sense John, author of the last book of the Bible, was 

called John the Divine, i.e. the theologian. This archaic use is perpetuated familiarly in Bachelor 

(or Master) of Divinity, the commonest theological seminary degrees. 

(2) Theology is also a name for one of the four comprehensive areas within the theological 

seminary curriculum—biblical, historical, practical and theological. Here the word theology 

means the doctrines of Christianity—how they are formulated, their history in the church, their 

defence and organization. 

(3) Still more narrowly, only the formulation and explanation of these doctrines is theology, 

that is, systematic theology. A single topic of doctrine is called a locus (plural loci). When 

arrangement of the topics is guided by the creed of a church, each creedal article is a dogma, 

hence a treatment of all the articles is dogmatics. Sometimes arrangement and treatment in 

creedal order is called symbolics, from ‗symbol‘, an old word for a creed. 
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(4) Still more narrowly, a single topic of doctrine, the doctrine of God, His person, nature, 

attributes and works, is theology proper. Other doctrines (or loci) are mankind, sin, Christ, the 

church, last things and so on. This book falls particularly in the category of number three, the 

doctrines of Christianity, and the doctrine (locus) in particular now under consideration is God, 

that is, theology proper, the narrowest meaning of ‗theology‘. Study of the development of 

Christian doctrines through the Christian centuries is called historical theology. 

Biblical Theology 

Biblical theology is an expression whose meaning is determined by the context in which it is 

used. Most generally, (a) In a non-technical sense, it simply means teachings derived from the 

Bible. (b) In a more special sense biblical theology is a discipline, or approach to discovering the 

message of the Bible. In controversies about doctrine, biblical theology is sometimes exalted in 

contrast with ‗proof-texting‘, church dogmas and merely traditional interpretations of the Bible, 

as opposed to judging dogmas and opinions by careful interpretation of Scripture in context. (c) 

As a method of study, biblical theology ‗seeks to discover what the Biblical writers, under divine 

guidance, believed, described and taught in the context of their own times‘.
4
 All this is for the 

good of sound theological expression. However, biblical theology (like Christian education and 

‗biblical counselling‘) is also the name of a recent movement with specific agenda. It produced 

several scholarly journals and a large literature and, though now diminished, has not fully run its 

course.
5
 As a method it has been productive of great gains in modifying some merely inherited 

views of God and His ways with the world and mankind. As a movement largely in the hands of 

less than thoroughly faithful exponents of evangelical theology, it has drawn its world-view from 

worldly, elite academic cultures and plagued sound theological enterprise with unrelenting attack 

to the present moment.
6
 

Phenomena and Noumena 

We meet the former, plural of phenomenon, in science classes, though not ‗noumena‘. These two 

terms draw distinction between the world where persons, things and events are observed by the 

five senses and the world of the supposedly real lying behind them. Idealistic philosophy—

Christian and otherwise—affirms that whatever factuality or reality there is in the sensible, the 

basis of the sensible is not sensible. It is the invisible, intangible, inaudible, ineffable. There is an 

element of biblical truth in this. Paul expressed it succinctly: ‗we look not to the things that are 

seen [sensed] but to the things that are unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, but the 

things that are unseen are eternal‘ (2 Cor. 4:18). 

Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) and his disciples wish to convince us that nothing of the unseen 

world of the noumenal, the unseen world of the truly real, can be known certainly by human 

                                                           
4 Robert W. Yarbrough, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Books, 1996), p. 61. 

5 As evidence, Baker Book House saw fit to follow their Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (1984) with 

Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology (1996). 

6 See note 15 in Dr. Yarbrough’s article (footnote 4 above). 
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beings. All we know are phenomena. Yet the Scripture quoted above does not say that. The 

difficulty of sensing the unseen is there quite clearly conveyed. Nothing elsewhere in the Bible 

tells us that the invisible God is not conveying—however dimly—certainties about unseen, 

eternal things (life, God, spirit, heaven, hell, angels) through the messages of prophets and their 

enscriptured words. Nor are the mighty works of God such as creation, miracles, preservation of 

the universe and the like, impossible for God to tell us about. He has, indeed, told us about them 

in the Bible and in many ways they speak for themselves (Ps. 19; Rom. 1). The Son of God, who 

was and is God and was eternally with God, became flesh so that people beheld God‘s glory in 

Him. Certain witnesses of His life and career wrote down what they saw and heard and we can 

read it (John 1:1, 14, 15). 

Kant was responding to the empirical philosophy of John Locke (1602–1704), Bishop 

George Berkeley (1685–1753) and its consummate expression in David Hume (1711–1776). The 

agnosticism of some of these philosophers comes up later for attention in a later chapter. 

The Special Vocabulary of Neo-orthodoxy 

Certain words and expressions are peculiar to a group of thinkers who have come to be called 

‗neo-orthodox‘. The early advocates most influential in North America were Emil Brunner, Paul 

Tillich and Karl Barth. All three wrote in German but their writings were rather quickly 

translated into English and avidly read in liberal circles first, and later in all religious circles, 

Protestant, Orthodox and Catholic. Among these philosopher-theologians, a proposition is a 

statement of fact; a proposition employs language to pass on a datum of truth. Relying heavily 

(though not entirely) on the distinction between phenomena and noumena and the epistemology 

of empiricism it is held that all eternal, divine facts lie in the world of the eschatological. By this 

is meant supernatural (emphasis on super), though the word ‗supernatural‘ is not often 

employed. The eschatological cannot enter the space-time world (Kant‘s Phenomena) without 

destroying itself, they say. Nevertheless, it can be known in the event or Krisis (=crisis) of 

personal encounter between God and men. These are always I-thou encounters (also called 

confrontations), never I-He. That is to say, the experiences are true confrontations with the 

person, God, not discourses about God by a third party, say an angel or a prophet. Though the 

encounters may be reported, there is no propositional content, there are no data to report about 

the eschatological. So the Bible may not be read to collect data about God. Let us pursue this 

matter briefly. 

Emil Brunner wrote with disciplined brevity and readable clarity. Hence I cite his view of 

truth and the vocabulary of his theology of truth. He stated his developed views in a book 

translated into English as Reason and Revelation.
7
 Shortly afterward, he summarized that book 

in the first chapter of the first volume of his Dogmatics. I cite the chapter. Biblical revelation—

truth about God—cannot be expressed as an abstract idea. Even in the revelations witnessed to 

by (and in) the Bible God is both concealed and disclosed. Truth about God is always personal, 

experienced as an encounter. The abstract concepts in traditional theology—with an infallible 

Bible for Protestants and an infallible pope for Roman Catholics—are equally reliant on Greek 

ideas imposed by the framers of the early creeds. After asserting at length the Bible itself 

contains no revelation, only several sorts of witness to revelation(s) about primal history, The 

                                                           
7 Reason and Revelation, trans. Olive Wyon, (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1946). 
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incarnation is a major example, apostolic and prophetic experiences are other such events. Dr 

Brunner summarizes: 

[R]evelation is certainly not a ‗Something‘, a ‗thing‘; but a process, an event which 

happens to us and in us. Neither the prophetic word of the Old Testament, nor Jesus 

Christ, nor the witness of the Apostles, nor of the preachers of the Church who proclaim 

Him, ‗is‘ the revelation; the reality of the revelation culminates in the ‗subject‘ who 

receives it.… If there is no faith, then the revelation has not been consummated: it has not 

actually happened … but is only at the first stage. All objective forms of revelation need 

the ‗subject‘ in whom they become revelation. The Bible itself calls this inward process 

[not the matter made a matter of record] ‗revelation‘.
8 

What Brunner denominates ‗revelation‘, the Bible really calls enlightenment or illumination and 

theology ‗the inward testimony of the Holy Spirit‘. All italicized words in the above quotation 

are my emphasis as characteristic ideas and terms of neo-orthodoxy which have passed into 

almost all recent theological discourse. Barth used most of them, though he likes the word Krisis 

(= crisis) for the event of ‗revelation‘. 

Every Bible reader knows that there are indeed reports of personal meetings with God in the 

Bible. But contrary to the above notions, while the element of the unreportable and 

incommunicable is often present (Isa. 6; Ezek. 1–3; Acts 7; Rev. 1–22; and especially 2 Cor. 

12:1–4 are examples), the people who had these experiences frequently report words heard and 

sights seen. These words and sights (visions) are not presented as a meeting of God ‗in Himself‘ 

or of ‗reality in itself‘ (der Ding am sich of Kant) or of the eternal heavenly world, but they are 

represented as valid, true (though partial) insights. They pass on to us, through the Bible, true 

knowledge of eternal things. Where some of the experience is incommunicable, the Scripture 

author plainly says so (see 2 Cor. 12:1–4 ASV, NASB, RSV). The later Bible authors plainly 

obtained their basic knowledge of divine things from the earlier writers of Scripture and 

sometimes plainly say so. Some of their knowledge obtained by reading Scripture already in 

existence was measurable—or quantifiable, as the current idiom has it—information. Daniel, for 

example, knew what the length of the servitude of the Jews to the king of Babylon was to be by 

reading the prophetic writings of Jeremiah (Dan. 9:2; cf. Jer. 29:10; 2 Chr. 36:20–23; Ezra 1:1, 

2). 

Even the neo-orthodox theologians, whose ideas we have just reported, like to use the Bible 

to support their teachings. Some even try to discover their teachings in the Bible. Therefore, 

despite their special views, they seem often to use the Bible the same way the rest of us do. 

Another group of terms, often quite helpful in stripping down a problem to its true 

dimensions, derives from the writings of the late Paul Tillich, a philosopher-theologian, though 

hardly a biblical one. His definition of religion and the religious as a matter of ultimate concern 

is perceptive and once a Christian thinker gets a hold on the term he will almost inevitably begin 

to use it. Tillich‘s ideas about God and revelation, that God is being in itself, and of being as 

essentially unknowable are variant names for another variety of Krisis theology (another name 

for neo-orthodoxy) and of Kantian philosophy just stated above. We shall have opportunity to 

meet Tillich‘s philosophy of religion later. 

                                                           
8 Emil Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of God, vol. I (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1974), p. 19. Note: 

he is summarizing Offenbarung and Vernurft, pp. 134–161. 
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Apologetics 

Apologetics designates a certain area of study associated with systematic theology. Specifically, 

apologetics is the division of theology that rationally answers attacks upon Christianity. In doing 

so, it seeks to establish the truth of the Christian faith by various forensic methods and evidences. 

There is some intramural debate among apologists as to the usefulness of evidences and 

arguments. Not all scholars will agree on a definition, but it is important to know that when the 

word ‗apologetic‘ or ‗apologetics‘ appears in theological writing it designates positive, 

aggressive action. Apologetics seeks to meet the enemy and to defeat him at his point of attack. 

This is apology in the original sense, not an admission of fault with a request for pardon as now, 

in common speech. The Greek word is translated ‗an answer‘ (Gr. apologian) at 1 Peter 3:15 

NIV. 

In a broad sense ‗apologetics‘ is sometimes (confusingly) applied to all the philosophical 

extensions of theology (philosophy of religion, or philosophy of Christianity): also to the study 

of evidences of Christianity and the way Christian truth may relate to Christian culture. 

Special Questions in Talk about God 

(1) Faith and Reason 

These are terms we shall meet, sometimes in association. Are they friends or enemies? 

Fortunately, these words should mean about the same in religious discussion as in any other. 

They are often introduced as if they were incompatible. It is commonly supposed that faith 

represents one way of knowing God and reason another. In such a case, the former is biblical and 

Christian while the latter is Greek and pagan. But this is to have a defective understanding both 

of reason and faith. Actually, in biblical thought, each has to do with response to knowledge, 

whether imparted by divine revelation or otherwise. Some authors have even juxtaposed reason 

and revelation as competitors, as if the former were allied with false religion and the latter with 

true biblical religion. Again, faulty understanding of biblical ways of looking at things is the root 

of difficulty. In Scripture, faith is not the source of our knowledge of things of God or of 

anything else. ‗Natural light‘ (see below) and divine revelation are the sources. Reason (rational 

faculties, processes, categories, terms) furnishes the organization of those truths too. Nothing 

else can associate the revealed data (God is all-powerful and is all-knowing, are examples) and 

the experimental facts reported (Christ arose) into knowing relation. Therefore, faith and reason 

are twins, not enemies. Of course, if one does not use faith in response to God‘s Word, then our 

reason will oppose both God and His Word. That, however, is non-faith and reason falsely 

employed. True faith and sound reason are still steadfast friends. The Bible does not even hint 

that one must be unreasonable in order to believe God‘s Word. 

This matter requires some enlargement. Systematic theology is a scientific enterprise. The 

Bible presents truths in the form of facts and ideas, but it does not follow any historical system of 

logic. Although there is progress in divine revelation there is also unity of truth; it is a system of 

truth even though a growing system of which the several parts are always organically connected. 

Those who know the Bible and believe it to be true will inevitably seek to bring these truths into 

systematic logical relation with one another. This is both necessary and feasible, for truth is in 

harmony with itself. Again, to cite Robert Yarbrough: 
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While contrasts and tensions exist within the biblical corpus due to the local and temporal 

soil from which its components first sprang, a solidarity underlies them. This solidarity is 

grounded in the oneness of God‘s identity and redemptive plan. It is also rooted in 

humankind‘s sinful solidarity in the wake of Adam‘s fall. Scripture‘s undeniable 

diversity, commonly overplayed in current critical discussion, complements rather than 

obliterates its profound unity. Scripture is its own best interpreter, and uncertainties 

raised by one portion are often legitimately settled by appeal to another.
9 

The theologians‘ task is therefore, ‗to think God‘s thoughts after him under the guidance of the 

Holy Spirit, to assimilate comprehensively the truth revealed in the word of God and to 

reproduce it logically in systematic form‘. Speculative reason is not a source or norm of 

theological truth. Rather the rational faculties of the theologian function to unite ‗particular ideas 

and facts contained in the Word of God‘ and to organize them into a coherent system of truth. 

Reason should not be committed to function independent of faith. In theology faith corresponds 

with the revealed knowledge of God and serves as a necessary instrument for appropriating 

divine truth. To summarize: faith appropriates revealed truth, reason organizes and systematizes 

it.
10

 

(2) Can Mere Men Truly Know God? 

The knowledge of God is another idea that needs explanation before extended study of God‘s 

being, attributes, works and relations. If by knowledge of God one means exact information 

about measurable data relating to the wholly spiritual being of eternal, infinite God, no one can 

possess it. Yet we observe, upon reflection, that in a measure the same is true of one‘s 

knowledge of all persons. I scarcely know my own wife or my children in this way. Our bodies, 

our voices, our tastes vary from day to day and they change permanently with age. Yet we know 

the persons we meet. We have acquaintance with the ones we ‗know‘ intimately. It is instructive 

to observe that the first reported act of sexual intercourse in Scripture—about as intimate a form 

of acquaintance between persons as it is humanly possible—is reported as a knowing: ‗And 

Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived, and bare Cain‘ (Gen 4:1 KJV). Of course we never 

tangibly encounter God‘s being any more than we touch one another‘s being, but we can have 

acquaintance with them as they manifest themselves. 

The division of philosophy known as epistemology would like to claim jurisdiction over the 

subject of knowing other persons. In real life, however, we yield neither to philosophy nor 

science. If life is to go on we must assume that on the level of our present earthly existence the 

way most things appear to be has essential correspondence to the way they really are. Neither 

science nor philosophy interferes with the kind of knowing involved in a lover‘s kiss. Science 

might propose some ingenious contraption to gauge temperature of skin surfaces, others to 

measure fluctuation in heartbeat, blood pressure, and skin surface pressure; but all to no avail if 

the goal is to know what a lover‘s kiss really is. This is known only by lovers who kiss—and 

they (one must acknowledge) only experientially. They throw themselves into the action heartily 

                                                           
9 Yarbrough, op. cit., p. 62. 

10 This paragraph is part quotation and part paraphrase of the article on Louis Berkhof by Henry 

Zwaanstra in Reformed Theology in America: A History of Its Modern Development, ed. David F. Wells 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1997), p. 147. 
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and learn what they need to know. They may have had wise guidance beforehand and (we hope) 

carry that successfully into the embrace, but they will not have any help from the science and 

philosophy professors. (My students in college courses in philosophy of religion always listened 

raptly to this illustrative example.) 

(3) How Do We Learn about God? 

The answer is, by ‗natural light‘ and by revelation. I put one of the terms in quotation marks 

because almost no one uses it any longer. Recent writers like to refer to the knowledge of God 

gained through the things which He has made—particularly the material creation and the nature 

of humanity—as general revelation. This sort of information used to be called ‗natural light‘ and 

sometimes ‗the light of reason‘. The latter is a good descriptive term since our rational powers, 

reflecting upon experiential information, are a way of gaining this knowledge of God. 

Revelation, in this older manner of speaking, refers to the act of God in making Himself known 

in some supernatural way. In recent times, however—and the result is partial confusion—both 

methods have been called revelation. The former, as we have observed, then is called general 

revelation and the latter special revelation. We must of course come to terms with the newer way 

of speaking. There is less confusion in the older works wherein revelation was usually reserved 

for what people know of God by His gracious supernatural acts of self-disclosure, and another 

designation was used for what people know apart from God‘s special gracious supernatural acts. 

In a later chapter we discuss the several ways by which God has made Himself known to us. 

Anthropomorphism 

This word, from Gr. anthrōpos, mankind, a man, and morphē, a form, means literally, man-form-

ism and signifies the representation of God in speech, or writing in the form of a human being. 

Under this general heading three different, but related, features of human efforts to represent 

deity may be distinguished: (1) When God‘s activity is expressed in the form of analogy with 

human activity this might properly be called an-thro-po-poi-ē-sis (man-action). ‗All the ways of 

a man are pure in his own eyes, but the LORD weighs the spirit‘ (Prov. 16:2) is an example. 

God‘s act of distinguishing good and evil in human beings is said to be weighing, as in a 

pharmacist‘s scale. (2) When the impassible God, whose Spirit cannot be disturbed by anything, 

responds to events in a manner comparable to human passion and He is said to be glad, sad, 

angry, etc., the figure of speech is properly called an-thro-po-path-ism (man-passion). ‗And the 

LORD was sorry that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart‘ (Gen. 6:6) is 

a clear example. (3) When God is represented as having bodily parts like ours—eyes, ears, 

nostrils, arms, hands—the literary device is called an-thro-po-morph-ism. So in the broad sense 

anthropomorphism includes anthropopoiesis and anthropopathism as well as anthropomorphism 

proper. 

‗Anthropomorhism‘ has been used to designate a proper, biblical representation of God and 

also a wholly improper, even corrupt, manner of representing deity. So some further distinctions 

must carefully be made. 

The Proper Employment of Anthropomorphism 
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There have been (and no doubt are) philosophers and theologians who deny it, but most have 

agreed that all formulated knowledge about God is analogical. This is to say that when one 

makes a declarative statement about God‘s person, essence or nature—such as ‗you hate all 

evildoers‘ (Ps. 5:5) or ‗The LORD is compassionate and merciful‘ (Jas. 5:11)—these statements 

are meaningful only because we know something of what hate and mercy are in ourselves and 

other people. Even when speaking of hate and mercy in other people or in hearing about them, 

one automatically imputes to the other person, in some degree or an other, what we know to be 

hate and mercy in ourselves. This is to say that all knowledge, thoughts, emotions and character 

of other persons are analogical. There is no possibility of direct sensation of personality in 

others. I, for example, hear my secretary laugh, but I have no direct sensation of her joy. Yet, I 

know how I feel when I want to laugh joyfully and assume analogically that the same sort of 

thing produces her laughter. It must be acknowledged, however, that analogically perceived 

knowledge is not perfect. It may, for example, be distorted by distorted self-knowledge. The 

Psalmists frequently prayed for clearer vision of the self (e.g. Ps. 19:12, ‗Who can discern his 

errors? Declare me innocent from hidden faults‘). We all make serious mistakes in judging the 

motives (character, person, self-hood) which produce what other people do and say. We even 

misjudge our own motives sometimes. So the existentialist theologians (especially Paul Tillich) 

are not entirely wrong in their ideas regarding revelation about God; they only carry too far what 

the Bible itself and all the orthodox theologians have affirmed. We do have knowledge of God 

which is true; it is possible correctly to formulate it in declarative sentences; it is proper to 

memorize affirmations such as, ‗God is that infinite and perfect spirit in whom all things have 

their source, support and end‘, or ‗There is but one only living and true God, who is infinite in 

being and perfection, a most pure spirit, invisible … almighty; most wise, most holy, most 

free‘.
11

 Yet we must constantly remind ourselves that all these words have their meaning shaped 

by our own inner and outer experience and that the gulf between Creator and creature separates 

us from Him who alone is true God. Except for the dim light of nature, which tells all people that 

God is mighty, glorious (Ps. 19:1–5; Rom. 1:20) and that we are responsible to Him for what we 

do of right or wrong (Rom. 2:14, 15), natural men know very little of God. Our proposed 

analogies lead us astray. We suppose God‘s justice is feeble like our own, that God‘s love is 

sentimental like our own. 

Thus we understand that the image of God in mankind (Gen. 1:26–27) makes a degree of 

analogy (anthropomorphism) in our thoughts about God as man-like quite proper. However, until 

the moral likeness is restored in regeneration, such analogies may lead to grievous error—as in 

all representation of the invisible God by images to be worshipped. Our understanding will be 

undistorted fully, only when sanctification and glorification are complete, whereupon we shall 

enjoy some degree of direct vision, the beatific vision contemplated by the medieval mystics, for 

‗we shall see him as he is‘ (1 John 3:2). 

Meanwhile, in the very broadest sense, all affirmations about God are anthropomorphic. 

More specifically, the Bible employs the three figures of speech, previously noted, all falling 

under the common category of anthropomorphism in speaking of God. Let us enlarge on this 

matter. 

1. Anthropopoiesis 

                                                           
11 The Westminster Confession of Faith, Chap. II, ‘Of God, and of the Holy Trinity’. 
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This concerns divine actions analogous to human actions, as in ‗God said, ―Let there be light‖ ‘ 

(Gen. 1:3). That sentence is in Hebrew, a language that came into existence ages after the initial 

creation on the first day of the creative week. Did the pre-incarnate Logos communicate with the 

Father in audible speech? If so, how, for God has none of the bodily parts (lips, teeth, tongue, 

palate, etc. employed in human speech)? This declaration is anthropomorphic. God decreed the 

existence of light but did not speak the Hebrew words, ye-hi (let there be) ‗or (light). (The 

Hebrew language in which the first chapter of Genesis was written did not exist at the creation.) 

‗God … breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature‘ (Gen. 

2:7). God, of course, conferred life upon human beings, life of a special sort like His own divine 

life in some important respect (personal, self-conscious), but God has no lungs, ribcage or nasal 

passages for breathing. The statement of what God did is anthropopoietic. ‗And the LORD came 

down to see the city and the tower‘ (Gen. 11:5). The omnipresent Creator and imminent 

Sustainer of the heaven and earth made no intergalactic journey. He did devote, however, some 

special attention (another anthropomorphic statement) to what was happening on the plains of 

Shinar (Gen. 11:2). There are many examples of this throughout the Bible. 

A special class of events called theophany, by theological writers, must not be placed in the 

category of anthropomorphism. The divine spirit, usually interpreted as the pre-incarnate Logos 

(John 1:1–3), sometimes assumed a temporary human form, visible to people, and held converse 

and social intercourse with them. Examples are the three men who visited Abraham in the plains 

of Mamre (Gen. 18:1–33) and the ‗man of God‘ (Judg. 13:6) who appeared to Manoah and his 

wife, parents of Samson (Judg. 13:2–25). The record even quotes Samson‘s mother as saying, 

‗we have seen God‘ (v. 22). These theophanies seem all to have been appearances of the Second 

Person of the Trinity.
12

 R. Laird Harris is therefore correct when he affirms: ‗Such 

anthropomorphisms are to be distinguished from the appearance of God in human form to 

Abraham as he sat at his tent door in Mamre. The divine appearance in human form is called a 

theophany and is not a figure of speech.‘
13

 

2. Anthropopathism 

Not all theologians have consented to say God is impassible, i.e, ‗incapable of suffering; 

inaccessible to harm‘ (Webster‘s Unabridged Dictionary), but it must surely be affirmed that 

God‘s inner, conscious essence is always undisturbed and unruffled by anything He has 

created.
14

 Yet the Scriptures find in the Godhead that which is called emotion in human beings—

love, hate, joy, grief, repentance and the like. 

Such [passages] as speak of his repenting and grieving, Gen. 6:6, 7; Jer. 15:6; Ps. 95:10; 

of his being jealous, Deut. 19:20, etc. represent the truth with respect to God only 

analogically, and as seen from our point of view … When he is said to repent, or to be 

                                                           
12 See summary of evidences, A. A. Hodge, Outlines of Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1860, 1957), 

pp. 169–172, 

13 R. Laird Harris in Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, vol. i (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 

p. 177. 

14 See A. H. Strong’s discussion in Systematic Theology (Old Tappan, NJ: Revell, 1907), pp. 266–268. 
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grieved, or to be jealous, it is only meant that he acts toward us as a man would when 

agitated by such passions [emphasis added]. These metaphors occur principally in the 

OT, and in highly rhetorical passages of the poetical and prophetical books.
15 

Many of these anthropopathisms seemed crude to the translators of the Septuagint (ancient Greek 

translation from about the fourth to second centuries BC) and were rendered by expressions they 

thought more elegant. Many modern vernacular Versions likewise remove these ‗crude‘ 

expressions. For example, ‗the anger of the LORD was kindled against Moses‘ (Exod. 4:14) is in 

Hebrew, ‗the nostrils of the LORD burned‘. A word for heat, poison, fury, rage is used by Moses 

in Psalm 90:7 of the feelings of God in inflicting death on all the ‗children of man‘. The picture 

conveyed in Hebrew is of virulent, passionate temper out of control. ‗And the LORD was sorry 

that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart‘ (Gen. 6:6) furnishes two vivid 

examples of the metaphor, anthropopathism. ‗Was sorry‘ (‗repented‘ KJV) is naḥam, frequently 

used in the sense of being sorry for something one has done and has that meaning here. This 

cannot be literally true of God, who makes no mistakes, works all things after the counsel of His 

own will and ‗doeth all things well‘. God knew exactly what He was doing when in His eternal 

counsels He decreed the permission of sin. But the metaphor helps us understand what God did 

when He brought the Flood. Similarly ‗grieved‘ is a word which in simple degree (qal) means to 

hurt someone or to cause pain, but here, in intensive reflexive degree (hithpael), means to have 

vexation, as in the case of the sons of Jacob, when they learned that Shechem had seduced or 

raped their sister, Dinah (Gen. 34:7). Again, God has no inner disturbances of spirit, such as 

those none-too-innocent brothers experienced, but the metaphor helps us understand God‘s 

action in saving Noah‘s clan and destroying all of mankind in the Flood (Gen. 6:6). When God 

became incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth (the divine nature being joined in indissoluble union with 

the human nature), affirmations about divine suffering, rejoicing, grieving, hating, etc., all 

became less metaphorical. Though one of the lesser benefits of the incarnation (Heb. 2:9–18; 

4:14–16), it is very comforting to believers as we face the crisis of physical death. Yet let us not 

forget that Patripassionism, the doctrine that the Father lived, suffered and died in Jesus Christ 

(Modalistic Monarchianism), was one of the earliest Christian heresies to be condemned by the 

church. 

3. Anthropomorphism Proper 

Anthropomorphism proper assigns God the bodily parts and organs of a man in order to convey 

ideas of His person and action. These are numerous in all parts of the Bible, but like 

anthropopathism, especially numerous in Old Testament poetry and prophecy. God‘s power is 

referred to analogically as His arms or hands, His knowledge as His eyes, His response to prayer 

as His ear, His pleasure (an anthropopathetic term) as His nostrils. This metaphorical manner of 

speech is prevalent in Hebrew sentences about almost any subject—the power of the patriarch 

Joseph‘s tribe in war, for example, is said to be ‗the arms of his hands‘ (Gen. 49:24 KJV). Every 

reader of the Bible in the Authorized Version of 1611 is familiar with this kind of 

anthropomorphism, because a large number of figures of all kinds are literally rendered into 

plain English. God‘s eyes thus stand for sympathetic acceptance (Gen. 6:8; 34:11), His 

supportive attention (Deut. 11:12), God‘s moral judgment (Deut. 32:10), His omniscience and 

                                                           
15 A. A. Hodge, op. cit. p. 132. 
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benevolence (2 Chr. 16:9). God‘s ear as a metaphor for His response to all genuine human 

prayers is found at least a dozen times in the Psalms (10:17; 17:6; 18:6; etc.). Several very 

meaningful anthropomorphisms appear in Isaiah‘s memorable appeal to backslidden Israel: 

‗Behold, the LORD‘s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save, or his ear dull, that it cannot hear; 

but your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, and your sins have hidden 

his face from you‘ (Isa. 59:1, 2 emphasis added). 

It is instructive, to some amusing, that the bodily-parts metaphor sometimes is carried to the 

point of subhuman creatures. Thus Boaz spoke of Ruth the Moabitess as now trusting under the 

wings of the LORD God of Israel (Ruth 2:12); and a Psalm naively asserts that God ‗will cover 

thee with his feathers (Ps. 91:4 KJV); and once God, Himself, speaks of bearing the Israelites on 

‗eagles‘ wings‘ (Exod. 19:4). Yet these metaphors must be understood no less purely 

symbolically than the simile of Deuteronomy 32:11, 12: ‗Like an eagle stirs up its nest, that 

flutters over its young, spreading out its wings, catching them, bearing them on its pinions, the 

LORD alone guided him [Jacob]‘. 

4. The Names of God 

Scripture uses few generic words for deity. In the Old Testament there are ten names 

traditionally considered as the chief ones. There are also numerous adjectives, such as ‗The 

Merciful‘ or The One who does this or that. Upon reflection; every one of these names is an 

anthropomorphism—God seen man-wise. How else could we mere people talk about Him? This 

is most obvious in names such as Father, or Rock. Yet as we shall see even ‗the most High‘ and 

Adonai (Lord) are anthropomorphic. 

5. The Attributes of God 

Man was made the image and likeness of God. Scripture not only says man is in that image, it 

says also man is the image of God. The moral attributes scripture ascribes to God are without 

exception such excellencies as we have, partial and limited as creatures, defaced and spoiled as 

sinners. This will be discussed again in connection with the names of God and the attributes of 

God. 

The Improper Employment of Anthropomorphisms 

Certain modern philosophers have asserted that none of our statements about God as a person or 

spirit, and as having personal, spiritual attributes is even analogically correct. They claim that 

such statements do not in any sense conform to objective fact. Hence, when in pantheistic (all is 

God/God is all) expressions of opinion, all affirmations about God are said to be 

anthropomorphic, it is meant that, failing even of analogical correctness, they are wholly without 

validity. Of course, when pagans construct images and other likenesses of God as true 

representations, they are creating a god in their own image and likenesses and, hence, not only 

false in message but also blatantly illogical. Paul so reminded the pagan philosophers of Athens 

(Acts 17:18–31). Such idolatry is also a corrupt practice, as the Old Testament prophets 

sarcastically asserted (e.g. Elijah, 1 Kings 18:20–40). 
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A group of ancient Christians who took the anthropomorphic language of scripture literally 

are known to history as anthropomorphites and were regarded as heretics. This bit of simplistic 

naivety has been revived in modern times by self-designated Latter Day Saints (Mormons). 

4 

Why People do Believe in God 

A few years ago, on a return flight from the Holy Land I sat in an aisle seat, my wife in the seat 

to my left. Members of our tour group frequently passed questions to me or stepped down the 

aisle to talk. God‘s name was spoken frequently in our conversations. Near the end of our 

journey (Kennedy Airport) an angry-looking small man across the aisle first made a very 

disparaging remark about my voice and then sarcastically asked, ‗What gives you the idea that 

the person [God] you keep referring to even exists?‘ I first attempted a courteous 

acknowledgment of his presence and then replied, ‗I have been explaining just that to about 500 

students in a series of thirty lectures. Do you want the whole course or just a summary?‘ 

Obviously already regretting his antagonistic sally he mumbled, ‗Just the summary.‘ So I did 

give him a twenty-minute summary. I led off with the same sentence I had used to students at 

Campus Crusades summer school: ‗I believe in God because, like most people before they invent 

reasons for disbelieving, I find it much more reasonable to believe than not to believe.‘ The 

statement answered the man‘s question directly and affirms the ancient order—faith in search of 

understanding. 

Authentic Christian apologetics does not pursue the goal of faith-compelling reasons for 

believing but frankly the aim of removing some obstacles to listening to the Word and of 

encouraging the perservance of believers. Faith comes by hearing the Word of God, not in 

response to arguments. To convince atheists, however, that belief in God is supported both by 

factual evidence and rational arguments might very well humble their pride to the point they will 

listen to the Word. In this respect ‗Evidences‘ may be and frequently have been useful to the 

Spirit of God in producing repentance and faith. 

‗Belief‘, ‗believing‘ and various synonyms are used in this chapter to mean simple 

acknowledgment of the existence of something. This is only a small part of the full Christian 

meaning. This distinction between this simple acknowledgment and the full meaning needs 

illumination. 

In sermons and lectures I have got the distinction across to a group by requesting: ‗Everyone 

who believes in a personal devil please raise his hand.‘ When everyone else (usually) has his or 

her hand up I said, ‗Please put your hands down‘, and add, ‗I do not believe in the devil because 

I believe in the living God.‘ As the effect was sometimes more devastating than is desirable I 

quit doing this! But the point is that we may accept something as a fact which we may wish were 

not a fact. Our language permits me to say in such a case, ‗I believe in a personal devil.‘ 

Belief in God Is Universal 
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In exactly this simple sense people everywhere do believe in God. This is not to say that their 

ideas about God correspond to biblical teaching about ‗the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ‘, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, nor that their ideas about Him are well defined at 

all. Yet, as we saw in chapter 1, the idea is sufficiently definite that several Scripture writers do 

refer to the fact that the Gentiles (heathen, nations), people without direct knowledge of the 

biblical revelation, are aware of God‘s existence. In speaking or writing to pagans, Scripture 

authors refer to God, employing common names for deity, expecting their readers or auditors to 

recognize whom they mean. There is a limited community of understanding and of agreement. 

For example, when Jonah addressed Nineveh with the abrupt warning, ‗Yet forty days and 

Nineveh shall be overthrown‘ (Jonah 3:4), the inhabitants knew who had sent the prophet to 

preach that warning. In whatever language Jonah preached (Babylonian-Assyrian? Aramaic?) 

and by whatever name for God, ‗the people of Nineveh believed God [‘elohim, a name of the 

Hebrew deity as well as a generic term]. They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, from the 

greatest of them to the least of them (Jonah 3:5). By whatever name or designation they used for 

God, they identified him with the one God of the Hebrews—however incomplete their 

knowledge of Him. 

Similarly, Genesis tells us how the patriarch Abraham, who had been residing in the South of 

Canaan, took up an unexpectedly brief residence in nearby Gerar, known (later perhaps) as the 

Land of the Philistines. In order to avoid possible trouble over his beautiful wife Sarah he 

foolishly, it turned out, gave out the report that Sarah was his sister. ‗And Abimelech king of 

Gerar sent and took Sarah. But God (ʾelohim) came to Abimelech in a dream by night and said to 

him, ‗Behold you are a dead man because of the woman you have taken, for she is a man‘s wife‘ 

(Gen. 20:3). The rest of the story sustains the point that there was continuity and partial identity 

of the pagan king‘s notion of deity and the Hebrew knowledge of God. Abimelech knew who 

was addressing him in the dream and that pagan king called God ʾAdonai (Lord), just as 

Abraham did on occasion. The narrative demonstrates that their respective communities 

identified deity—probably in each case the supreme deity—with Abraham‘s God, ʾelohim, even 

though the Hebrew patriarch had thought there was ‗no fear of God in this place‘ (Gen. 20:11). 

But he was mistaken. 

Once Paul spoke of how the Athenians ignorantly worshipped God (Acts 17:22–28). There is 

a certain irony about this, captured well in this famous sentence: ‗You believe that God is one; 

you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder‘ (James 2:19). 

Not everyone seems to believe in God. This is, in part, because of our ability to put 

unwelcome knowledge out of our conscious thoughts. Just as some people put their illnesses or 

serious problems aside as if they did not exist, living in a fool‘s paradise, so human beings do not 

glorify Him as God (Rom. 1:21) and their Creator is not even in their thinking. As Gerald Bray 

suggests, their belief in God is about as life-affecting as their belief that the world is round.
1
 

Some people affirm belief in God but are dissatisfied with Him. They suppose they know 

more of justice, morality, goodness, beauty and truth than He. They weary the LORD with their 

words (Mal. 2:17), and sometimes long treatises on philosophical themes. 

A few participate in religious forms but in the heart, centre of affection and interest, they live 

without Him. ‗The fool says in his heart, ―There is no God‖ ‘ (Ps. 14:1). This sort of fool is not a 

dogmatic atheist but a practical one. The fool may be a church elder or the village priest, but he 

is a hypocrite, for ‗in his heart‘ life goes on as though God does not exist. 

                                                           
1 Gerald Bray, The Doctrine of God (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), p. 14. 



 
106 

There are, of course, avowed atheists; yet, as we shall see, they may not truly be atheists but 

‗believers‘ too, in the simple sense we are employing the word here. 

We shall now address three questions: (1) Why do people universally (or nearly so) ‗believe‘ 

in God? (2) Why should people believe in God? That is, what reasons may be cited for belief in 

God? And, though we shall not provide a special section on the subject, we shall observe in 

passing some answers to the question. (3) What do people in general know and believe about 

God? 

Why People Do Believe in God 

Why do people universally ‗believe‘ in God? Many have commented on the fact and some 

impressive theories have been proposed as to why this consensus gentium prevails. Some have 

argued that the common belief is a remnant of primitive truth. By this, they mean truth known in 

the early generations of the human race when God had daily intercourse with us, as Genesis 2 

and 3 report. It is thought to have endured in garbled form through all the generations to the 

present. There may be something to this, but it seems likely that some sections of the human race 

would have failed to pass the knowledge on. Yet the conviction appears to be well nigh 

universal. It seems more in harmony with the Bible, which does throughout address mankind as 

aware of God, to find the source on some deeper level. 

Others have suggested that the common belief in God is based on inferences from the 

observed phenomena of nature. Maybe all of us make this inference—invariably if not 

necessarily. But if so, there seem to be no parallels. Inductively acquired notions are seldom so 

uniformly held. 

Is then this common belief in God a spontaneous development? George Park Fisher, an 

American Presbyterian theologian of a century ago, thought so. He said the conviction arises in 

quite another way: 

Belief in God is not ultimately founded on processes of argument. His presence is more 

immediately disclosed. There is a native [i.e. born-in] and universal belief, emerging 

spontaneously in connection with the feeling of dependence and the phenomena of 

conscience, however obscure, inconstant, and perverted that faith may be.
2 

The ‗feeling of dependence‘, in the above quotation, prevailed in the atmosphere of academic 

theology when Fisher wrote in the early 1880s, in the same way ‗demythologize‘, ‗process‘, and 

‗existential‘ have been in recent decades. F. D. E. Schleiermacher (1768–1834) gave this 

expression to theology in many writings. He built a whole dogmatic system in his two-volume 

work, The Christian Faith, 1821, 1831, on the foundation of the ‗religious consciousness‘ which 

all people have. We each become aware early in childhood that we are not independent but 

dependent beings. The dependence we feel is of absolute dependence. The essence of this 

consciousness is not knowledge or action, but a feeling different from all others, being a direct 

consciousness of ‗the absolute‘, another nineteenth-century philosophical preoccupation. George 

W. F. Hegel (1770–1831) who wrote more than many scholars ever read in a year, impressed 

many and convinced more (Karl Marx, for example) of ‗process‘ or ‗dialectical movement‘. This 

theme ‗runs through everything Hegel wrote‘ (Will Durant). This movement (process, becoming) 

                                                           
2 George P. Fisher, Grounds of Theistic and Christian Belief (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1888), p. 

37. 
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is identical with ‗the absolute‘, the supreme Reality. The world process—as in all pantheistic 

idealism—is its own cause and goal. Somehow Hegel‘s notion stuck and has not disappeared. 

Hence people everywhere believe in God as the Absolute on whom they have ‗feeling of 

dependence‘ or ‗the religious consciousness‘. There is something of the ring of truth in this 

theory. 

In other words, God made each person—the first man and all his descendants—with such 

nature and characteristics that when we come to full conscious awareness of the external world 

and our inner thoughts and feelings, an awareness of God appears. The awareness is dim and 

only partly formulated in some, for many of us are neither very reflective nor especially alert to 

ideas. Additionally, some of us are not very sensitive to other persons. In others the awareness of 

God is clear and well formed. Among at least a few the voice of conscience speaks ‗loud and 

clear‘, while in others that pointer toward the moral Governor of this world seems hardly to exist. 

Pilate‘s wife might serve as an example of the former (Matt. 27:19), Pilate of the latter (John 

18:38). 

Is God a first truth? Since very ancient times, at least as early as the Greek philosophers of 

the fourth century BC, many learned men have said that God is immediately present in people‘s 

minds as one of several ‗first truths‘. 

A. H. Strong, author of the most enduring and widely read book of Baptist theology, taking a 

hint from this, puts this universal awareness of God in the category of ‗first truths‘. Orthodox 

Protestant theological writers from Calvin onward have taught, on the basis both of Scripture and 

‗natural light‘, that this awareness exists. Not all provide the same list of first truths or explain 

the awareness of God in this way. 

By this pregnant expression writers mean truths existing in the mind previous to thought or 

reflection. They are truths the mind unconsciously presupposes in order to think about any 

subject whatsoever. Sometimes they are called (not very aptly, for a false impression is conveyed 

thereby) innate ideas, that is, ideas we are born with. Such ideas are not thought to be 

consciously present at birth or even when first used. Yet when experiences through the senses 

(percepts) furnish data for the mind to reflect upon and shape into concepts, the mind is already 

furnished with ‗categories‘ into which to arrange and file them, plus techniques for so employing 

the data. Thus when the distance between A and B is perceived, the idea of space or distance 

immediately moves from latent existence to patent existence in the mind. A person employs the 

idea of space without ever being taught it by someone else or by experiencing it through the 

senses. Similarly, when events transpire within an infant‘s sphere of observation (a loud noise, 

movement, change of any sort) the child looks for a cause. Cause is another first truth, innate, 

not produced by experience, but latently present and becoming patent in first experience. Kant 

taught a similar doctrine of knowledge. Although there are certain similarities to Plato‘s thought 

about the question of how we know things, there is no connection really with his doctrine of pre-

existing ‗forms‘. 

Now, says this line of approach, God is one of these first truths. The latent idea springs up 

into conscious presence in the mind at a certain point in every person‘s conscious life. It may be 

at first awareness of wrongdoing, or a first interest in cause-effect relationships, or some other 

occasion. 

Is God discovered by the correspondence of two worlds? One may defend this view of things 

(Fisher and Strong were only two of many who do) by a slightly different approach. There is an 

external world (sea and land, clouds and sky, people and things) to be observed. I observe it; you 

observe it; almost everyone does. We each enter into knowing relationship with it, for we find in 
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our minds mental shelves, bags, hooks, slots and drawers (so to speak) into which, tentatively at 

least, we arrange these numerous bits of information. Colours go in certain shaped bags, 

distances on shelves, values in drawers, pleasures in slots, and pains on hooks, so to speak. So 

my inner mental world, in a general way, corresponds genuinely with the external world. When I 

talk with you I discover that you have done the same in similar, if not identical, ways. We both 

know the external world and can actually have discourse about it. How? And Why? Because 

Someone greater than all reality has put all parts of all the observable reality of our world in 

these commensurable relationships. I must assume Him in order even to think about me, you or 

it. 

You might say simply that the external world that we see, feel, touch, hear and taste 

corresponds with our inner world that knows the outer one. Everyone who thinks about it must 

ask, Why? A power to whom our language gives the name God seems to be the only answer the 

mind can readily supply. 

Is conscience the source of our knowledge of God? As G. P. Fisher‘s statement quoted earlier 

suggests, conscience may be a source of the universal notion of God. Conscience, Paul says, 

either accuses or excuses (blames or praises) us (Rom. 2:15). It must exist in us all because all 

people do make moral judgments. The human mind has a way of skipping all the steps of logic 

and apparently, by intuition, coming to a sound conclusion. We have to do this in a split second 

to stay alive sometimes. Perhaps we all do this in reasoning from conscience to God. Maybe this 

explains the universal awareness of God. To be the God whom conscience fears, God must be 

exceedingly great in wisdom and power. He must also be holy and just. Whether He be also 

gracious or not is a question conscience does not answer, for conscience gives the soul of a 

person small comfort and ultimately no mercy at all. The sinner receives assurance of 

forgiveness after he repents and confesses, all right, but even then, he may find conscience hard 

to mollify. Assurance of forgiveness comes rather from the revealed Word of God which tells 

him what God has done to remove transgressions, to cover sin and to cancel guilt (see Ps. 32:1–5 

and compare 2 Sam. 12:1–13; see also 1 John 1:8, 9). 

These reflections on the question of why people everywhere have an awareness of God are of 

at least provisional value. That is, they will do until some better answer to a persistent question is 

proposed. At any rate, we have every reason to make the same assumption that the Bible makes: 

people do not need to be introduced to the idea of God. They already know about Him. 

The Bible does assume that people believe in the existence of God. The Bible also assumes 

that people‘s ideas about Him are sufficiently correct to make conversation about Him possible. 

We must accept this if we are going to address people‘s minds as Paul did at Athens (Acts 

17:16–34) or as John Bunyan, for that matter, did in the Bedford Gaol. 

Not only so, having accepted this universal awareness as a fact, on the basis of it we have the 

privilege and duty of initiating Christian witness to anyone on earth. 

Is our knowledge of God an intuition from the contingency of all things? Is it obvious that the 

innumerable things we learn about, beginning with our first day of conscious existence, are 

necessarily here in the world, not somewhere else. Do you remember the surprise you felt the 

first time you touched a kitten, a stone, a piece of ice, a fly? Or the first time you heard a 

meadow lark sing or first heard a symphony orchestra? Later you learned the connections 

between some or all of these things. You know there is regularity in the relations of all these 

things—we call the regularity, laws. 

About these ‗things‘ and the ‗laws‘ Rudolph Otto asked some questions: 
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Whence have both these come? Is it a matter of course, is it quite obvious that they 

should exist at all, and that they should be exactly as they are?… if the world were so 

constituted that it would be impossible for it not to exist, that the necessity for its 

existence and the inconceivability of its non-existence were at once explicit and obvious, 

then there would be no sense in inquiring after a cause. In regard to a ‗necessary‘ thing, if 

there were such, we cannot ask, ‗why, and from what cause does it exist?‘ If it was 

necessary, that implies that to think of it as not existing would be ridiculous … and 

impossible. Unfortunately there are no ‗necessary‘ things [emphasis added], so that we 

cannot illustrate the case by examples. But there are at least necessary truths [emphasis 

added] as distinguished from contingent truths … For instance, a necessary truth is 

contained in the sentence, ‗Everything is equal to itself‘, or, ‗The shortest distance 

between two points [on a plane surface] is a straight line.‘ We cannot even conceive of 

the contrary.
3 

‗It rained yesterday‘ is a contingent truth. ‗It all depends‘, we say. Now it seems entirely possible 

that in an informal manner people of all times and places find it necessary to accept a cause of all 

contingent things. The cause is axiomatic, not something to be proved. Perhaps for most of us 

‗proof‘ in the sense of absolute demonstration is neither desired nor necessary. We look at the 

‗things‘ that are made (Rom. 1:20) and unconsciously accept God as the Maker without the 

slightest effort at a syllogism. We do so in the same unreflective but valid way we cut across the 

backyard to get to the neighbour‘s back door rather than taking to the street and walking around 

the block. 

This intuition, formalized, is the rational basis of the causal or cosmological argument, to be 

treated in the next chapter. 

Is Belief in God a Practical Necessity to Meet the Needs of Human Life? It is a generally 

acknowledged fact that religion is a universal phenomenon. Some authors account for it as 

arising out of some spontaneous impulse that is as natural as breathing or eating food. Augustine 

phrased the thought memorably in the language of Christian theism: ‗Thou has made us for 

thyself and our heart is restless till it rest in thee‘. Others have described the impulse to worship 

some unseen ‗higher power‘ as ‗felt need‘. 

Through several generations Boston University has been favored by a succession of brilliant 

exponents of a theistic world view. Among these, one who after a hundred years is still widely 

quoted and whose arguments and exposition still speak is Borden P. Bowne. I will call upon the 

closing chapter of his Theism, Comprising the Deems Lectures for 1902 at New York University. 

At that time NYU was a Christian institution. He introduces the chapter ‗Theism and Life‘ as no 

proof of God‘s existence but to introduce belief in the God of theism as needful for human 

happiness as follows: 

[M]an is not merely nor mainly contemplation; he is also will and action. He must, then, 

have something to work for, aims to realize, and ideas by which to live. In real life the 

center of gravity of theistic faith lies in its relation to these aims and ideals. God is seen 

to be that without which our ideals collapse or are made unattainable, and the springs of 

                                                           
3 Rudolph Otto, Naturalism and Religion, trans. J. A. Thomson & Margaret R. Thomson (New York: 1913), 

pp. 61, 62. This sort of truth—necessary truth—is called an axiom. We do not ever prove axioms for we 

cannot even think without them. They can, however, be suppressed. 
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action are broken. Hence the existence of God is affirmed not on speculation or 

theoretical grounds, but because of the needs of practical life.
4 

One Hebrew poet exclaimed, ‗My soul longeth … my heart and my flesh crieth out for the living 

God‘ and another ‗My flesh longeth for thee in a dry and thirsty land‘ and still another, ‗God is 

the strength of my heart, and my portion forever‘ (Psa. 84:2; 63:1; 73:26 KJV). 

Bowne concludes on the point: ‗All that can be done … is to show that theism is a demand of 

our moral nature, a necessity of practical life. Whether to accept this subjective necessity as the 

warrant for the objective fact every one must decide for himself … our human interests can be 

conserved, and our highest life maintained, only on a theistic basis‘.
5
 Universally felt needs for a 

meaningful happy life may also explain why people of all ages and in every place believe in a 

god. 

Why Should People Believe in God? 

It is a fact that sizeable numbers of people have, like the man in my story at the beginning of this 

chapter, rejected their ‗belief‘ in God. They ‗by their unrighteousness suppress the truth … For 

although they knew God, they did not honour him as God or give thanks to him, but they became 

futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became 

fools‘ (Rom. 1:18, 21–22). Scripture holds these folk—idolaters all—wickedly responsible for 

denying and perverting their knowledge. Yet, they are not only to be loved as God loves them 

(John 3:16; Rom. 5:8) but also to be hated as God hates them (Pss. 97:10; 139:21). Wherever he 

went, Paul got into trouble because he rebuked idolatries of all kinds and successfully overthrew 

them. 

What shall we do when we meet the wholly secular mind? We, of course, shall declare the 

gospel. If I understand the ‗presuppositional‘ disciples of Cornelius Van Til aright, they hold this 

to be the only ‗apologetic‘, i.e. proof of the truth of ‗the Faith‘ available to us. There is, they say, 

no common ground of agreement we can find to mount a programme of evangelistic or pre-

evangelistic encounter with unbelievers. The effect of the fall has rendered their minds incapable 

of considering the saving truth of the gospel. Arguments are unavailing. We must simply 

proclaim the truth and leave the rest to the sovereign work of the Holy Spirit. 

If, however, secular-minded unbelievers will not consent to hear the gospel, is there anything 

else one can do? Certainly. If we can at least get their attention (as Jesus did in His interesting 

parables and as Paul did at Athens) by speaking first of matters not apparently part of a distinctly 

Christian doctrinal system, we may cause them to listen to some gospel too. 

The classical arguments for the existence of God are latently in the Scriptures, sometimes 

almost explicitly stated. Therefore, to present them is really to speak from logical-spiritual 

ground that is uncompromised. As the witness speaks, and if his homework has been done well, 

several good things may happen to the unbeliever also. 

In the first place the garden-variety secular listener will likely come to see for the first time in 

his life that evangelical Christianity is not what he thought it to be—a superstition or a device for 

gaining social benefits or a spooky bit of a magic for small-minded fanatics. This may come as 

                                                           
4 Borden P. Bowne, Theism (New York: American Book Co., 1902), p. 291. 

5 ibid., p. 292. 
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quite a shock to him, sufficient shock either to anger or humble him. The listener may at least 

begin to doubt the certainty of his smug atheism and to feel a bit foolish. Carl Sagan might 

possibly have had a bad night had he encountered John Gerstner (who was an aggressive 

Christian apologist) in the next seat of a trans-Atlantic flight to Paris. In other words, sound 

arguments can teach unbelievers a bit of respect, even if they do not initially convince. St 

Augustine, himself, says his mind was turned toward Christianity by meeting a persuasive 

argument for the existence of souls, and it did not even come from a Christian source, but from 

pagan Platonic philosophers. 

Unbelievers may have more than one kind of obstacle to belief, susceptible to more than one 

kind of help from those who sincerely desire to win them over. Some years ago, a practicing 

Christian psychologist addressed the students and faculty of Wheaton College on the question of 

whether or not psychology can be used to convert unbelievers to Christ. He said, in sum, no, not 

as such. However, many people are not fully sane and some are not sane at all. The gospel 

addresses a person‘s rational understanding. He will therefore remain lost until some degree of 

sanity is restored. Otherwise he cannot even discern the gospel when he hears it. If psychological 

counselling or psychiatric treatment can return him to sanity, then the gospel power can operate 

in him and he may be saved. 

In a similar way, if a ‗professing-himself-to-be-wise‘ person, who has rejected native belief 

in God, will stand still long enough while I present some arguments for God‘s existence, good 

things may happen to him. Firstly, he may open his mind just a little to the idea that God is. The 

moment he does so, his conscience will again operate to produce shame for his guilty unbelief. In 

the second place, while the unbeliever listens to my arguments, I shall also be declaring some of 

my own faith and reporting some of God‘s Word. Logical arguments need not be separated from 

scriptural truth and Christian testimony. The listening unbeliever therefore is ‗dangerously‘ close 

already to being under gospel power. ‗Faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word 

of Christ‘ (Rom. 10:17). 

A third thing will occur too. I shall be strengthening my own faith if I have troubled to make 

myself ‗ready‘ (1 Peter 3:15) to give answer to those who inquire. G. P. Fisher, quoted above, 

goes on to say: ‗The arguments for the being of God do not originate this faith: they justify at the 

same time that they elucidate and define it. They are so many different points of view from 

which we contemplate the object of faith. Each one of them tends to show, not simply that God 

is, but what He is. They complete the conception by pointing out particular predicates brought to 

light in the manifestation which God has made of himself.‘
6
 

The arguments we are about to examine are all ancient; as asserted earlier, some even appear 

in the Bible. Modern theologians are not in full agreement as to their value. This I judge to be 

because we bring a recent world-view to the problem. As these arguments were developed over 

the years, say from Anselm (eleventh century) to Calvin (sixteen thcentury), they were not 

employed by themselves to convert non-theists to belief in one true God. Rather, everyone in 

Christendom endorsed the creeds: ‗I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and 

earth.‘ This sort of ‗pre-evangelism‘ was not particularly needed. The arguments were not 

formulated as demonstrations or proofs for some unprejudiced, critical court of review. Rather, 

St Thomas and the others held, there was cause for affirming the existence of God quite 

independently of creed or Bible. God is knowable in the sense of knowing that He is, by virtue of 

information drawn from the world that God made. The tool for mining the treasure, it was held, 

                                                           
6 G. P. Fisher, op. cit., p. 37. 
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is natural reason. Until recently, however, ‗reason‘ included much more than what we usually 

call ‗reason‘ today. Our very word logic is an old Greek word meaning word in the first place. In 

these authors, still read today, reason includes about all the arts of persuasion, including 

deductive and inductive processes and much more besides. In the KJV New Testament of 400 

years ago ‗reason‘, ‗reasoning‘, and the like, still translate words meaning to discuss, to dispute, 

to argue, give exposition, build a case, and similar. Neither Anselm nor Thomas supposed that 

pure logic, as we conceive it today, would convince people indisposed to believe. There were not 

then or now any faith-compelling syllogisms—not even faith-compelling miracles (John 12:37–

41). 

The most we can claim for these arguments is, given the kind of beings people ought to be, 

the evidences of natural light are such that people ought to give assent to the fact that God is. We 

will assess how much more the arguments tell us about God as we treat them. 

The church Fathers took over these proofs from ancient philosophers, and some proceeded to 

set too much value on them. The age of scholasticism (tenth to fifteenth centuries) similarly 

made too much of them. The Reformers received this natural theology also, but following the 

Scriptures, they incorporated it into Christian doctrine, rather than treating it as something 

merely preliminary to or in addition to scriptural revelation. It is something for Christians to 

employ as Christians, not merely as fodder for dialogue or debate with unbelievers. 

In a well-known passage Calvin says: 

The final goal of the blessed life … rests in the knowledge of God. Lest anyone … be 

excluded … he not only sowed in men‘s minds that seed of religion [awareness of God] 

… but revealed himself and daily discloses himself in the whole workmanship of the 

universe. As a consequence, men cannot open their eyes without being compelled to see 

him. Indeed, his essence is incomprehensible; hence, his divineness far escapes all human 

perception. But upon his individual works he has engraved unmistakable marks of his 

glory, so clear and so prominent that even unlettered and stupid folk cannot plead the 

excuse of ignorance.
7 

Calvin then devotes a page to exposition of Psalm 104, Hebrews 11:3, Psalm 19 and Romans 

1:19, 20 and adds: 

There are innumerable evidences both in heaven and on earth that declare his wonderful 

wisdom; not only those more recondite matters for closer observation of which 

astronomy, medicine, and all natural science are intended, but also those which thrust 

themselves upon the sight of even the most untutored and ignorant person, so that they 

cannot open their eyes without being compelled to witness them.
8 

It is clear that while Calvin thought education might help one to see God‘s message in the natural 

world, no one is so bereft of ‗reason‘ as to be unable to read the essentials of the message. 

For any theologians who may read these lines, I cannot but express the opinion that Calvin 

would have been both puzzled and angered by the odd reluctance of some Calvinistic 

presuppositionalists in apologetics to see value in employing natural ‗revelation‘ in evangelism, 

                                                           
7 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), I, v, 1. 

8 ibid., I, v, 2. 
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granting its limitations. After all, every truth as well as the Truth has power. And some truths of 

‗natural light‘ are also the Truth of God‘s revealed Word. 

5 

Reasons for Believing in God 

We proceed to see how the chief classical theistic arguments have been formulated and to 

evaluate them. 

The Causal Argument. This argues from the present existence of the universe. This argument 

is also called the Argument from the Idea of First Cause and the Cosmological Argument. It 

begins with the fact of the universe and asks the question, How did it get here? Then it answers 

that the universe was created by an Adequate Cause. The name given to Adequate or First Cause 

is God. 

In spite of certain objections, it is properly called an argument from effect to cause (a 

posteriori, from here back to there). Unless one is willing to affirm, as certain people do, that the 

universe is self-caused and eternal, one must admit that the ‗heavens and the earth‘ is a universe 

begun at some point. So we state the argument, ‗Everything begun, whether substance or 

phenomenon, owes its existence to some producing cause. The universe at least so far as its 

present form is concerned, is a thing begun, and owes its existence to a cause which is equal to 

its production. This cause must be indefinitely great.‘
1
 Objections have been raised and 

weaknesses cited. Someone wants to know if instead of first cause where ‗the buck stops‘, 

perhaps an infinite regress of causes may be just as adequate. According to a Hindu myth, the 

world rests on the back of a gigantic elephant, the elephant‘s feet rest on the back of a gigantic 

turtle. Sometimes the turtle is said to be swimming in a great sea. Ask the Hindu what contains 

the great sea and all he can do is shrug his shoulders or change the subject. Is this just as 

reasonable and believable as the argument for First Cause? 

Someone else wonders if we must find the cause of the heavens and the earth outside the 

universe, both anterior (before it) and exterior. Perhaps the cause is coeval (of the same age) with 

the universe and interior, i.e. immanent (dwelling in the world) and not transcendent (above the 

world). If so, then maybe the universe itself is the cause and you have invented pantheism all 

over again. All that exists is God in various expressions and emanations. This is the philosophy 

underlying several oriental religions. When idolatrous paganism turns sophisticated or when 

biblical religion turns to excessive ritual and becomes intellectualized, as in eighteenth-century 

continental Europe, pantheism is the form religion takes. Several pantheistic sects are currently 

in vogue in America, among them Rosicrucianism, theosophy, transcendental meditation and 

several varieties of New Ageism. 

Another objection takes the shape of frontal attack. An aged professor challenged my faith in 

college days by sarcastically asserting: ‗I can as justifiably posit an eternally existing, self-

                                                           
1 A. H. Strong, Systematic Theology (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1907), p. 73. 
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sustaining universe as you can an eternal, all wise, all powerful creator-God.‘ Such a world must 

run on eternal, immutable laws. 

What shall we say? In the first place, an infinite regress of causes is generally unsatisfying to 

thoughtful people. It is a solution undesirable for almost any problem we can think of. The mind 

seeks a resting place. Furthermore, there is clear evidence of a master design through all the parts 

of the universe. There must have been a beginning at some point when the design was made by 

an intelligent being. We shall say more about this shortly. So the idea of infinite regression is 

seen to be a very weak explanation. It is really to give up making any explanation. The same 

objections prevail against both pantheism and the notion of an eternal, uncaused universe. 

Furthermore, the evidence of observation, both of causal, unlearned observations and of 

technical, scientific research, clearly indicate that the universe is neither self-sustained nor 

eternal. It had a beginning. 

Poetically stated we observe to our distress: 

Swift to its close ebbs out life‘s little day. 
Earth‘s joys grow dim, its glories fade away. 
Change and decay in all around I see. 

Everything we see is temporary and dependent on something else. This includes that portion of 

our own beings that we know to be part of the natural order (our physical bodies). Everyone 

knows this. Likewise scientists who search the skies with several kinds of instruments and 

several kinds of research have established that our universe is moving toward infinite dispersion 

at a regular rate. Analysis of light from the stars with an instrument called a spectroscope, shows 

that like painted dots on the surface of a toy balloon being blown up, each spot in the universe is 

moving farther from every other spot. Names given to the observance of this phenomenon are 

Red Shift, Doppler Effect and ‗expanding universe‘. The farther the objects in space are from 

one another the faster they accelerate toward infinite velocity. Though evidence has been sought 

for a slowing down at the borders of the universe none has yet been established. The universe 

could not have been operating in such a way from eternity past. It would now be infinitely 

dispersed. Certain theorists have invented a doctrine of continuous creation of matter. If matter is 

being created as fast as it disappears, than the cosmos is in a state of equilibrium. It is an 

interesting idea, but such a dynamic engine for maintenance of our world is without evidence and 

would need to be explained by some First Cause. 

Another fact of common observation, formalized by science, is that the world is running out 

of available energy. The world is running down. There will be as much matter and energy in 

aggregate at the end of time as now, but energy will be locked up in ways it cannot be used. 

When the sun has dissipated all its matter and energy to the extremities of the solar system our 

world will be at an end. The law of entropy (i.e. of unavailable energy) will have had its say. 

What if the sun had started giving off its energy an eternity ago? The solar system would have 

disappeared, along with our earth, long ago. 

The Bible, moreover, contains several extended sections on the created heavens and earth as 

constituting a message about God to His rational creatures everywhere. It was not a philosopher, 

but a sensitive shepherd boy grown up, who wrote of this in poetry both pleasant to the ear and a 

pleasure to read: 

The heavens declare the glory of God, 
and the sky above proclaims his handiwork. 
Day to day pours out speech, 
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and night to night reveals knowledge. 
There is no speech, nor are there words, 
whose voice is not heard. 
Their measuring line goes out through all the earth, 
and their words to the end of the world. 
In them he has set a tent for the sun, 
which comes out like a bridegroom leaving his chamber, 
and, like a strong man, runs its course with joy. 
Its rising is from the end of the heavens, 
and its circuit to the end of them, 
and there is nothing hidden from its heat.

2 

Full exposition of these verses would require space at least as long as this chapter, but several 

matters are clear. God has placed a message about Himself in the created heavens of the sun, 

moon and stars. There His majesty and power may be seen (v. 1). The message is ‗round the 

clock‘ (v. 2) and it is silent testimony (v. 3), hence peculiarly susceptible of being ignored. The 

messengers are beautiful and vigorous (v. 5) and they deliver their message everywhere and to 

all people (vv. 4 and 6). The Bible is squarely behind the argument that God‘s existence is 

manifestly declared in nature. 

Romans 1:18–32 is not poetry and it is not pleasant to hear—nor did its author intend it to be 

reading for relaxation. The passage contains what may be the bitterest, most judgmental 

sentences in human speech. Here the Bible declares that nature provides such strong testimony to 

God‘s existence, character and attributes that human beings are universally and severally 

rendered guilty and wrath-deserving, under the righteous judgment of God. The divine treatment 

of the heathen—both in judgment and grace—is sufficiently grounded on this passage alone. It is 

the clearest biblical statement of the reason for pagan guilt, thus the justification for Christian 

missions. It is hard to imagine a higher evaluation of the causal argument than that which Paul 

has provided in this passage. 

Even apart from the other theistic arguments and evidences this evidence ought to make 

people ask questions about God. It has always had an important place in preparing the hearts of 

many to believe the gospel, perhaps even to seek to hear it. David assumes the causal argument 

in poetic logic when he asks, ‗He who planted the ear, does he not hear? He who formed the eye, 

does he not see? He who disciplines the nations, does he not rebuke? He who teaches man 

knowledge … knows the thoughts of mans‘ (Ps. 94:9–11). 

One of the great names of British science, mathematics and philosophy is Sir Isaac Newton 

(1642–1727). Sir Isaac had a miniature model of the solar system made. A large golden ball 

representing the sun was at its centre and around it revolved smaller spheres, representing the 

planets—Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter and the others. They were each kept in an orbit 

relatively the same as in the real solar system. By means of rods, cogwheels and belts they all 

moved around the centre gold ball in exact precision. A friend called on the noted man one day 

while he was studying the model. The friend was not a believer in the biblical doctrine of 

creation. 

Their conversation has been reported as follows: Friend: ‗My Newton, what an exquisite 

thing! Who made it for you?‘ Newton: ‗Nobody.‘ Friend: ‗Nobody?‘ Newton: ‗That‘s right! I 

said nobody! All of these balls and cogs and belts and gears just happened to come together, and 
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wonder of wonders, by chance they began revolving in their set orbits with perfect timing.‘
3
 Of 

course the visitor understood the unstated argument that, ‗In the beginning, God created the 

heavens and the earth.‘ 

The two arguments for the existence of God, now to be presented, likewise rest upon the 

principle that there must be a cause for every effect. The cosmological argument applies the law 

of cause to the universe as a whole. The two now to follow apply it, firstly, to the evidence of 

design in the natural order, including the human body (the teleological argument), and secondly, 

to the mental and moral side of human nature (the anthropological argument, also called the 

moral argument). 

Argument from Design. This is the argument from the presence of order and mutually useful 

common relationships in nature. This is called the teleological (from Greek telos, end, goal) 

argument. There is a major premise: when an observed orderly arrangement, coupled with useful 

common relationship, pervades a system it implies intelligence and purpose in the cause of the 

system. Both order and useful common relationship can be seen pervading all that we can 

observe in the universe. There must therefore have been, at the beginning, an intelligence 

sufficient to design that order and to conceive the purpose. There must also have been power to 

direct the natural order toward these ends. Though he did not state it just this way, the eminent 

philosopher Emmanuel Kant (1724–1804) was convinced that this argument, though not 

‗apodictic‘, is the highest ‗proof‘ of a Designer, though not necessarily of a Creator. 

The major premise expresses a primitive and universal conviction. When, for example, we 

find a material object apparently made to be used for some purpose, say a stone axe, we feel 

certain that some person (intelligence) made it to cut wood (purpose). Both the intelligence and 

the purpose lie in the maker. We see unmistakable order all about us in nature. We see mutual 

dependence and relationship in all of it. We know people did not make these features of our 

world. We know that only a Being with adequate intelligence to plan this system and with power 

to create it could cause it and did indeed cause it. 

The major premise is a conviction shared by all mankind. We cannot conceive of a universe 

(that is, a world of many things harmonized in working unity) of weather, soil, water, 

temperature, a world animate and inanimate, evidently unique to our planet, as existing without 

One who designed it for these ends. We find our innate feelings and primitive convictions that 

such a power does exist all confirmed. Why not call Him God? 

Volumes have been written showing how the immense complexity of all creation, all 

operating in a system, manifests design, that is, purpose, in the structure of reality. The most 

famous statement is that of William Paley (1743–1805). He articulated the argument in his 

Natural Theology, or Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity Collected from the 

Appearances of Nature (1802). It may be found in back shelves of college libraries even today. 

The book‘s title speaks for itself. A more recent small book made a whole generation aware of 

these evidences in a forceful, popular way—Man Does Not Stand Alone by A. Cressy Morrison 

(Revell, 1944). This book was published in digest form by Reader‘s Digest two years later and it 

is still widely read. 

The argument from design has impressed reflective people throughout the generations—‗You 

cause the grass to grow for the livestock and plants for man to cultivate, that he may bring forth 

food from the earth and wine to gladden the heart of man, oil to make his face shine and bread to 

strengthen man‘s heart.‘ This verse from Psalm 104:14 and 15 is early, but not unique. Plato in 
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the dialogue Philebus drew an analogy that puts it like this: all the elements in the human body 

are derived from the great mass of elements in the cosmos. Hence the mind of man must be 

derived from ‗a royal soul and mind in the nature of Zeus‘. In fact, Anaxagoras, Socrates, Plato 

and Aristotle all honored a teleological explanation of the universe. It was a favourite of the 

scholastic theologians and even impressed Emmanuel Kant as deserving most respect of the 

usual theistic ‗proofs‘, though he rejected them all. 

David Hume (1711–1776) wrote a devastating critique of the teleological argument 

(Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion) twenty-three years before Paley produced his famous 

work advocating it. Perhaps Paley never read it. In the dialogue, speakers discuss the pros and 

cons of basing any religious belief on nature (miracles he excluded altogether). 

The impression most students derive from Hume‘s book is that he believed the existence of 

‗God is assured by reason of the amount of order discoverable in the universe, but that the 

evidence is insufficient to warrant many conclusions about his nature and attributes.‘
4
 

A number of religious philosophers have incorporated these evidences for God‘s existence 

into essentially non-theistic explanations, arguing for an ‗elan vital‘ or ‗vitalism‘ or any one of a 

number of impersonal powers as cause of design and apparent purpose. 

Evolutionary theory substitutes the idea of cause—natural selection, survival of the fittest, 

and similar—for the idea of purpose. The evolutionary theory was at least 2,200 years old when 

Darwin was born. Empedocles (494–434 BC) taught that the primal elements came together by 

chance and produced fragmentary structures (such as arms, necks, horns, sex organs). The 

fragmentary structures then met casually and those adapted to each other survived while the 

others disappeared. Simple structures came first and when several structures joined more 

complex were formed. Thus from spontaneous aggregations of casual aggregates ‗which suited 

one another as if this had been intended [emphasis added] did the organic universe spring … It is 

impossible not to see in this theory a crude anticipation of the ―survival of the fittest‖ theory of 

modern evolutionists.‘
5
 Democritus (460–362 BC) had another evolutionary, mechanistic, 

tychistic (chance) system. To the present moment no one has produced a feasible explanation of 

how, that is, the mechanism by which intelligent purpose can be replaced by chance. Evolution 

has no explanation of arrival much less of survival of the fittest. 

Someone wants to know if maybe the intelligence implied in design may be within the 

system of nature—and it is theoretically possible. 

It must be acknowledged that formally there is no proof of a personal Creator in the bare 

appearance of design. True, it formally ‗proves‘ the existence of an Architect or Designer only. 

Yet when people reflect on the evidence of design in nature their intuitive logic quickly arrives at 

an intelligent, all-powerful person, rather than impersonal force as the cause of it. 

It has been objected that the widespread presence of evil indicates the absence of beneficent 

design in nature. Can God be the author of a universe where pain and calamity are as prevalent 

as they are in our universe? 

The seriousness of the objection must be acknowledged. Perhaps the most important answer 

is simply that while the evidence for ‗intelligent design‘ (as a burgeoning current revival of this 

argument aptly phrases) is clear, the evidences for lack of it are ambiguous. True, we do not 

know why there are disasters of all kinds, tremendous waste and seeming meaninglessness, but 
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that does not mean there are no purposes being served. We just do not know what they are. We 

know that in certain cases of moral evil, at least, God had a purpose in allowing each. 

The argument from design is often poetically framed in hymns of Christian worship. One of 

the finest, not frequently sung anymore, is Addison‘s. 

The spacious firmament on high 
With all the blue ethereal sky, 
And spangled heavens, a shining frame, 
Their great Original proclaim. 
The unwearied sun from day to day 
Does his creator‘s power display, 
And publishes to every land 
The works of an almighty hand.‘

6 

The Bible declares that evil does indeed have a place in the world of God‘s providence (see Gen. 

50:5–21; Acts 2:22–24). It is not unavoidable by God and undesigned by Him but something 

designed for human discipline. Evil, especially moral evil, remains a problem of thought, but it is 

not a barrier to faith. See a later chapter for discussion of the problem of evil. 

Argument from Human Nature. The argument from the nature of mankind is also called the 

moral argument, or the anthropological argument. As soon will become apparent, this, like the 

teleological arguement, is a special form of the argument from cause. 

We cannot avoid observing that people of all races, in all places and of every social condition 

have a sense of right and wrong. They make moral judgments. If someone says it is wrong for 

people to have a sense of right and wrong, then he has made a judgment of right and wrong and 

seems inconsistent. If reminded of this he may assert that he has only made an intellectual 

judgment. If I tell him I think he has made a moral judgment and that it is wrong for him to deny 

it he ought to say nothing, for if he says (as almost certainly he will) that it is wrong for me to 

say a non-fact is a fact, he has made a moral judgment. John Gerstner has written of this that ‗As 

intellectual beings we judge that certain things are right or wrong, but with that judgment always 

comes the notion that what we judge to be right, we ought to judge to be right; and what we 

judge to be wrong we ought [emphasis added] to judge to be wrong.‘
7
 People everywhere agree 

that it is wrong to oppose a correct judgment of fact and conversely it is right to support it. If we 

do otherwise we feel an inner sense of wrongdoing. Something within accuses and threatens us. 

Though it is now commonly attributed solely to social conditioning, Paul says our conscience 

accuses and threatens us when we offend our own standards of right and wrong and excuses 

(approves) us when we please our own sense of right and wrong (Rom. 2:12–16). Conscience 

does not tell us what is right. Our training, perhaps some innate sense of right and wrong, and 

perhaps much else, informs us of what is right (correctly or incorrectly). The conscience only 

judges how well we are doing. It does not furnish the standard. 

The ‗something‘ which judges our own and others‘ actions we call conscience. The word, 

however, and many of the ideas that go with it are not an original part of divine revelation. The 

word does not even appear in either Testament of the English Bible until John 8:9—a non-

                                                           
6 Joseph Addison, 1627–1719, son of an Anglican dean, composer of this hymn, published a series of 

papers on the subject of this section, entitled ‘Evidences of the Christian Religion’. 

7 John Gerstner, Reasons for Faith (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1960), p. 39. 
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genuine text—and next at Acts 23:1, where the Greek word is suneidēsis, sun (plus), with eidēsis 

(knowledge): hence, Latin con (with), and science (knowledge). Perhaps Zeno of Citium 

(founder of Stoics, fourth and third century BC) first postulated a ‗human nature‘ and invented 

the word, though Bias and Periander, both more ancient, are said to have employed the word 

‗conscience‘.
8
 At any rate, this moral sense of what is right and our duty to do it, though it 

accuses and excuses, may be weak (1 Cor. 8:12), good (1 Peter 3:16), defiled (1 Cor. 8:7), seared 

(1 Tim. 4:2), strong or pure (1 Cor. 8:7, 9). But it is never fully absent. 

The only adequate explanation is that the great Moral Being, who created us all, planted the 

moral sense in us. Training or conditioning (certainly not material nature) can hardly be the 

cause. They may affect it by influence bad or good but not originate it. 

There are many other approaches to the moral argument. It was this ‗practical reason‘ as 

opposed to ordinary or ‗theoretical reason‘ that compelled even the sceptical philosopher 

Emmanuel Kant to postulate the existence of God and immortality of the soul. However stated, it 

comes closest to rational ‗proof‘ of Christian theism of all the theistic arguments. C. S. Lewis has 

popularized this argument in a convincing way in several of his earlier apologetical works. 

When, therefore, this argument is treated with so much respect by Kant and by many others 

after him that the other proofs are made to recede entirely in the background, this is not 

due to its logical force, but to the irresistible testimony of man‘s moral consciousness. 

Even though it may be ever so difficult for anyone to detect a moral order in the world 

round about him, in his conscience every one, whether he wills it or not, feels that he is as 

much bound to this order as his mind and reason are to the laws of thought … He will 

persevere … and this conviction will … involuntarily result in recognition of a … holy 

God, who exercises sovereign power over all creatures.
9 

Argument from the Idea of Being. The common name for this argument from the idea of being is 

the Ontological Argument. 

In the last previous chapter I have already presented several forms of this argument under the 

heading, ‗Why People Do Believe in God.‘ These forms of the argument are judged sound by 

many good scholars. The classical form of the Ontological Argument was originated by the 

Father of medieval scholasticism, Anselm of Canterbury (1033–1109), in a skilfully articulated 

treatise called Monologion (monologue). In it the author thinks reflectively on himself and is 

convinced he has found God, at least an absolutely irrefutable proof of His existence. 

In seeking over the years to explain the Monologion to students I have summarized Anselm‘s 

argument in the following syllogism—major premise, minor premise, conclusion—both fair to 

Anselm and understandable to students. A syllogism works this way: major premise: ‗All men 

are liars.‘ Minor premise, ‗Harold is a man.‘ Conclusion, ‗Harold is a liar.‘ So Anselm seems to 

say: major premise, ‗I have the distinct idea of an infinite, perfect spirit whom I call God.‘ Minor 

premise, ‗A distinct aspect of perfection is existence [a non-existent spirit would hardly be 

perfect].‘ Conclusion, ‗God exists.‘ 

I think there is a serious fallacy here. If we keep the premises and conclusion in the realm of 

thought, of course, the reasoning is perfect. God exists—in the thinker‘s mind. But transfer the 

subject to apples. I start with two apples in my pocket. They are real in the realm of existent, 
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objective things—whether I think about them or not. For awhile I forget about them and think 

about two perfect apples in my mind. It is correct to say two apples ‗exist‘ as ideas in my mind. 

But when I go to eating apples, I only have the original two in my pocket. I cannot eat two apples 

whose existence is solely in my mind. Nor can I add two mental apples to two real ones in my 

pocket for a sum of four apples in the realm of real, objective things. 

So much for this part of Anselm‘s argument. Early in this chapter we discussed reasons why 

people do believe in God. Much of this material will be found also in Anselm‘s argument. In that 

I judge him to be mainly correct. 

All of Anselm‘s writings have been competently translated into English and published. Read 

for yourself: Anselm of Canterbury, writings edited and translated by Jasper Hopkins and Herbert 

Richardson.
10

 

Argument from Universal Consensus (ex consensu gentium). We have already taken note that 

there is a universal awareness of God. No section of the human race has been able to shake the 

notion, ‗He is there.‘ The polytheists of old were convinced of a power above the gods and 

goddesses of whom they made images and carried in their processions. Some pre-Socratic 

philosophers spoke of ‗God‘, singular number as in monotheism. From the age of Plato onward 

Greek literature speaks as easily of ho theos (God) as hoi theoi (gods). Cicero and Seneca 

assumed a sort of monotheism. Even in the gross animal-worship of Egypt 1,000 years before an 

henotheism which acknowledged one high god prevailed in court for awhile (thirteenth century 

BC, Amenhotep IV). In a sense, the very fury of modern atheists (Feuerbach, Lenin, Nietzsche, et 

al) indicates not so much that there is no God but that many sinful men do not like Him very 

well. 

God as Necessary Postulate (Kant‘s Argument). A postulate is a necessary assumption 

demanded by something else that is true. Kant (as do most people if they think about it) held that 

there is not simply one summum bonum (highest good). Every human being is taught by the 

moral conscience (1) the fulfilment of duty, and (2) that happiness bonum consummatum 

(consummate good) is the result of doing the first. 

Morality, he agreed, is against human tendency. Morality must often proceed against 

pleasure. To be honest one must often suffer material loss. Yet my moral sense insists that 

honesty must be pursued. This requires that a Regulator stand behind the moral sense, one who 

will make happiness a necessary ultimate concomitant of morality. 

Morality is valid for this life. Civilization and personal happiness require it to be so. 

Therefore, there must be a God who reigns over this state of affairs or else there is no morality in 

this life. Not that we do good for reward, as such, but we should seek balance between present 

good and future happiness. No one ever does his duty fully in this life. His impulses and 

circumstances forbid. Yet he ought to do his duty and for this, besides the existence of God, the 

moral regulator, two other postulates are necessary; freedom of the human will and immortality. 

At this point a digression into the metaphysics, ethics and epistemology of Kant and his post-

Kantian successors in the German universities is tempting (Fichte, Schelling, Hegel and 

Schopenhauer) but unnecessary for present purposes. A consensus prevails among philosophers 

that Kant redirected philosophy. In some respects he still dominates the field. The late Carl F. H. 

Henry, for example frequently raised the spectre of Kantian metaphysics and theory of 

knowledge. 
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At the age of 57 Emmanuel Kant wrote his first book of world importance, the Critique of 

Pure Reason in 1781. The Critique of Practical Reason followed in 1788 and the Critique of 

Judgment in 1790. These volumes are currently available in English translations though few ever 

aspire to digest their cumbersome content. Their contents however are widely known. My 

professor of philosophy, the late Allen Miller of Heidelberg College and Edens Seminary 

devoted considerable class time to Kant‘s Critiques. 

In the first Critique Kant devoted attention to the theistic arguments, which he held to be 

three, not the usual four, and found them inadequate to prove God‘s existence. He did express 

great respect for the argument from design (teleological), for he took notice in the world of signs 

of order, design and purposiveness. Yet he found these evidences ‗insufficient to establish the 

existence of an infinite Being, i.e. the most real being (ens realissimum).
11

 

In the Critique of Practical Reason, however, Kant thought he established necessity for 

belief in God on the basis of what he called the categorical imperative. By categorical he meant 

an unqualified command, morally obligatory upon all whether they obeyed it or not. People 

everywhere in every age are consciously aware of this imperative. Hence, Kant intended to show 

that one is justified in postulating God upon the grounds of faith. This ‗ideal‘ is never a part of 

experienced reality, he asserted, but because the imperative demands our compliance it must be 

regarded as regulative. 

The Critique of Judgment furnishes further reasons to postulate God. Just as the universal 

feeling of respect for moral law (the Categorical Imperative) so the feeling of respect for beauty, 

and for the sublime and for design in nature suggest an a priori element in nature. By a priori 

Kant means present before we mortals experience (see, hear, taste, touch) them. When we do 

experience (sense) the beauty of an object (though we know not how or why) or stand in awe of 

the starry sky or reflect on the apparent adaptation of the innumerable parts of nature to some 

common purpose we are justified in drawing the conclusion (i.e. critique of judgment) that ‗my 

own mind is greater than the universe [within] which it has made in terms of its own perceptual 

forms.… Likewise the moral law with its postulate of immortality … suggests I am a being 

superior to the mechanical world‘.
12

 Further, ‗The beauty and sublimity of nature and the 

purposiveness of organisms indeed suggest to us that the world may be the production of an 

infinite Artist, of a genius who has produced it as human artists produce their creations. We may 

hope that this is true, but we do not know‘.
13

 

The post-Kantians and philosophers to the present day have worked his system over both 

with refutation and refinements—but always with respect. His postulate of freedom has taken 

heavy hits from the materialistic naturalism which has grown in strength since the 

Enlightenment.
14
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12 ibid., p. 291. 

13 ibid., p. 292. 

14 The most thorough discussion of moral freedom I am aware of is, Moral Freedom vol. iii of his 3 

volume Ethics by Nicolai Hartmann (New York: Macmillan Co., 1932, 1962). He holds ‘morality is possible 

only in a world determined throughout, mentally as well as physically, by the law of cause and effect’. 
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Let us close this chapter with an evaluation of the exercises of the mind that we call theistic 

arguments, or somewhat less accurately, natural theology. Let us acknowledge they are not 

apodictic, that is, absolute demonstration to every mind as proving ‗God is‘, certainly not ‗the 

God and Father of our LORD Jesus Christ‘. To reflective minds these evidences provide material 

for meditation and contemplation, and in the hands of skilful exponents can serve to make the 

dogmatic atheist appear a bit foolish. So while there is no clear, unambiguous content of saving 

truth in the theistic arguments, it is proper to exercise the mind in these matters. Orthodox, 

classical Christian theology says natural theology is profitable in three ways. 

(1) The usus paedagogicus, or preparatory value. It is pointed out that these mental exercises 

help us distinguish God‘s qualities and attributes. They raise our sense of need for revelation and 

desire for it. The pagan philosophers unknowingly brought some awareness of need for the God 

of the Bible and longing for something better than the official religion and the cults provided. 

(See chapter on preparation for Christ in Part 4: Christology.) Justin Martyr, Origen and 

Augustine thought so. It is, of course, true that some ancient pagan writers who were touched by 

Christianity did not see anything they wanted in genuine Christianity (Marcus Aurelius, Julian 

the Apostate). 

(2) The usus didacticus, or teaching use. Good teachers employ thoughts, terms, techniques 

of non-revelational theology in every age. Even the writers of the New Testament employed 

(usually with modification and adaptation) ideas and words from philosophical and religious 

discourse of the world they lived in to teach a revealed theology. Light and darkness, the logos 

(word) idea, pleroma (fullness) are examples. Even the name kurios (Lord) for Yahweh in the 

Old Testament and for Jesus in the New Testament is derived from the civil and religious 

vocabulary of Greek society. The philosophers furnished many categories of thought and logical 

framework for organizing ideas. Think of Aristotle‘s formal, efficient and final causes, for 

example, and such useful tools for analysis as nature, cause, proximate, postulate, axiom, 

syllogism and the like. Nevertheless, the philosophers could not furnish much valid content, 

though the framework for organizing thought to which they gave early expression is still with us 

and every theologian, lay or professional, uses them. In a more special way the Greek 

philosophers furnished many of the basic canons both of art and music. It has been said, Aristotle 

cannot be baptized by Christ; i.e. the content of Aristotle‘s thoughts on metaphysics and ethics 

cannot be transplanted to Christianity. But insofar as his discoveries in logical methods 

conformed to reality as God created it, they are useful. In fact those Christian philosophers who 

reject most of this paragraph use them—knowingly or unknowingly. Barth and Van Til must 

speak of physis (nature), hypostasis (substance) and ousia (being), terms of natural theology, 

along with the rest of us. 

(3) The usus paedeuticus, or educational value. In a time when preparation for the ministry 

included education in the Greek and Latin writings of classical antiquity, such authors as Seneca 

and Marcus Aurelius were read for profit. Even such adherents to the sola scriptura formulas as 

Luther and Calvin quote them at length. Calvin‘s first major work was a commentary on 

Seneca‘s De Clementia (concerning mercy), published in 1532. The expository method he 

employed in his pre-conversion days was employed throughout his life in composing the forty-

five lengthy books of Commentary which sit on a shelf near my desk. He commented on the De 

Clementia as a Christian humanist and never repudiated what he said there as far as I know. 

Though the users may not be aware of it, the commentaries which line the shelves of pastors and 

professors today perpetuate as well as assimilate both the content and method of Calvin learned 
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from the classical authors—to the immense benefit of the church ever since. Calvin was the first 

extensive modern commentator on the Bible. 

Marcus Aurelius (Meditations)
15

 and Seneca (De Clementia) and numerous other classical 

authors of late antiquity believed in a moral God and insisted on obligation to moral duty. This, 

while valuable to the soil in which Christian evangelism was planted, could also issue in 

superstitious thinking and ascetic practices. Apart from the clear light of revelation we may 

theologize and speak in superstitious patterns and act in a fashion far below revealed patterns of 

morality. As a religious person I may be a Pharisee, yet even natural theology condemns 

hypocrisy. 

It is evident that, though ‗natural light‘ (let us not call it revelation, general or otherwise) has 

some uses, it is dangerous if pressed to the point of equality with biblical revelation. There is a 

place in a good housekeeper‘s cleaning closet for astringents, powerful soaps and solvents. There 

is no place for them in the pantry where wholesome foods and seasonings are stored. ‗He that is 

spiritual‘ may use the information and tools supplied by nature (human and otherwise) to explain 

and organize the truth of the Word of God. Paul, for example, in his famous disquisition on the 

foolishness of the gospel (1 Cor. 1 and 2) employed the categories of Greek thought furnished by 

the academy and the stoa to make his points. 

6 

How God has Revealed Himself to Mankind 

The title of this chapter has to do with the Bible, as such, only in a fractional way. True, God has 

told us of Himself through the Scriptures and the Scriptures have a unique place in the history of 

revelation. Yet there were many people who received a saving knowledge of God before there 

was a syllable of written Holy Scripture (Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abram). Even at the present time 

there are whole communities of Christian believers wherein only a small minority can read. Yet 

they have received saving knowledge of God from missionaries and others who have preached 

the Word to them. Granting that the Bible is now our chief source of knowledge of God, our 

purpose is to set forth by what variety of means God has made Himself known to people in times 

past and perhaps presently. To put the matter another way, granting the Bible conveys all the 

perfect information we have about God, where did the writers learn these things? Further, we are 

interested in the clarification of the connection of such matters with our belief in God. 

Already the language of this chapter has brought us into collision with several theological 

opinions, for there are many varieties of modern theology which say that even though there must 
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be divine revelation if there is to be salvation, this has nothing at all to do with information about 

God. The recent books on my shelves specifically treating the problem of the relation of 

knowledge of or about God to revelation and to the Bible fill several feet of shelf space. I have 

read most of them and have learned that the majority of these theories assert in one way or 

another that revelation is an event or ‗constellation‘ of events wherein God meets (as event) or 

speaks directly as Person to person or a group of people. No information is imparted. The Bible 

is the witness of the people who experienced these ‗revelatory events‘. Lectures and books on 

doctrine from this perspective provide very little information about God, though there are 

thousands of words. One of the authors says we learn from the Bible mainly in that we must 

listen carefully as we read Scripture and obey—that is all. Yet he says nothing specific about 

what one learns therein about God. 

The niceties of this argument promise to occupy nimble wits in a rather fruitless debate for 

another generation, for after more than fifty years of it, the sometimes fierce exchanges seem 

unabated. This philosophers‘ game has given us the ‗God-is-Dead‘ movement (of late 

unlamented memory) and confusing theology in both liberal and conservative churches. As 

believers in the full trustworthiness of Scripture, should we then take up again where we were 

before our generation entered this cul-du-sac? I think so. 

When I was in college this view was convincingly purveyed to us as krisis theology, also 

called existential and dialectical theology. In the process of time it was named neo-orthodoxy. It 

all seemed very reasonable at the time and we learned the key words: eschatological, infinite-

qualitative gulf, confrontation, encounter, witness to revelation and at least a dozen more. Then 

we heard of philosophers named Jaspers and Heidegger and theologians Barth and Brunner, then 

Tillich, all Europeans. The American teachers who followed them, at least in part, were credible 

and serious social-theological thinkers—most importantly, Reinhold Niebuhr, a truly original 

thinker. More recently we have John Macquarrie and many more to read. 

These men and their very numerous disciples differ in many and important ways. Several 

appear to have orthodox views of the Trinity and the Person of Christ, though I have not found 

one who teaches a doctrine of atonement which regards Christ‘s work as a propitiation of divine 

wrath or even centers redemption in the cross as objective reconciliation, much less propitiation 

of divine law or wrath. 

They seem all to agree that there are no objective, factual, revelatory data (propositions) 

about truth in the Bible …—even though when it suits their purpose they use the Bible the same 

way the rest of us do.
1
 It has not lost its appeal to many. 

About mid-twentieth century John Baillie, Dean of the faculty of Divinity at the University 

of Edinburgh, admirer of Brunner, authored a survey of recent views of revelation in which he 

said: 

Throughout the greater part of Christian history … the distinction between revealed and 

natural or rational knowledge [was commonly made] and an intelligent schoolboy could 

have told you what the distinction was. He would have explained to you that there are 

two sharply contrasted ways in which men have gained knowledge of God and things 

divine—by the unaided exercise of their own powers of thinking, and by direct 

                                                           
1 This prevalent brand of theology was thoroughly explained to evangelical readers in a book sponsored 

by The Evangelical Theological Society by Paul King Jewett, Emil Brunner’s Concept of Revelation 

(London: James Clark & Co.,1954). 
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communication from God Himself. If instead of the schoolboy you had consulted a 

learned theologian, you would have received very much the same answer.
2 

After going on to show that even rationalist philosophers took this view of the matter, Baillie 

pointed out that the Reformers maintained that on account of ‗the corruption of human nature … 

human reason was now so damaged an instrument as to yield little or no reliable knowledge of 

things divine‘.
3
 

The same distinction held generally (with exceptions) through the nineteenth century.
4
 

Presently almost all theologians refer to any knowledge of God among mankind, whether derived 

from ‗natural‘ sources, and apprehended by innate human powers (natural light), or knowledge 

of God derived from supernatural sources (revelation) as revelation. The former is designated 

general revelation and the latter special revelation.
5
 Though one might wish the older, more 

precise distinction was preserved in present-day theological discourse, the newer is frequently 

employed in the pages to follow. 

To say that God has revealed Himself is not to say that He has exposed Himself. We do not 

mean that any man, or angel with eyes which transfer impulses from fleshly organs to a fleshy 

brain, ever has seen that infinite and eternal Spirit whom we call God. ‗[Y]ou cannot see my 

face, for man shall not see me and live‘ (Exod. 33:20) and ‗No one has ever seen God‘ (John 

1:18). Granting that certain biblical persons had very special meetings with God (Isaiah, Moses 

and Paul, among others) and that these disclosures of God are rightly called revelations of a 

special sort, it is in full keeping with the usage of language and a sound theology to employ 

reveal and revelation of the making known of truth, fact and information. Revelation in this 

sense of the word may be a statement of a fact (‗In the beginning, God created the heavens and 

the earth‘) or announcement of abstract truth (‗Righteousness exalts a nation‘). It may take the 

form of a command (‗Thou shalt not commit adultery‘), or of a narrative of past events (the book 

of Chronicles), or a prediction (‗Your God shall come‘). Sometimes it is reflection of the human 

author on spiritual experiences (‗The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want‘). 

That God should make Himself known to mankind is antecedently probable. More than one 

version of the following story illustrates the intrinsic probability of revelation by such a God as 

the Bible describes. A certain woman from a tribe that had never heard the gospel before listened 

as the missionary told the grand story. Afterwards she was heard to say: ‗I always thought there 

ought to be a God like that.‘ The felt need of people everywhere witnesses to the need for a 

divine revelation. 

                                                           
2 John Baillie, The Idea of Revelation in Recent Thought (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1956, 1958), 

pp. 3, 4. 

3 ibid., p. 8. 

4 A. A. Hodge, Outlines of Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957, reprint of 1878 ed.), pp. 53–64 and 

article ‘Natural Theology’ in McClintock & Strong Cyclopaedea, vol. vi (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1968–

70), pp. 862–864. 

5 G. C. H. Berkouwer, General Revelation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955, 1971) pursues this matter 

through debates of modern times. Excellent articles are ‘General Revelation’, by B. A. Demarest and 

‘Special Revelation’, by Carl F. H. Henry, both in the Evangelical Dictionary of Theology. 
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That there is something in a person which renders revelation not only helpful, appropriate 

and possible but also necessary, if we are to be fully happy, is illustrated by a story. Helen Keller 

was blind and deaf and without the sense of smell from the age of two years. In the process of 

her training she came to the place where she could receive messages and respond with words. 

After this point in her training (it has been reported) she was told of God, the Father of the Lord 

Jesus Christ. Her immediate response was, ‗I always knew He was there but I didn‘t know His 

name.‘ As is generally known, while Miss Keller never became a particularly devout Christian, 

she was a believer. 

According to the Bible, from the time of the fall in Paradise, and ever after, God has sought 

to make Himself known. The very framework of the Bible, from the story of the dispersion of the 

human race at Babel, after the Flood, through the story of Abraham and on to the end, is the 

theme of God‘s providing both redemption and revelation for mankind. Let us look to the story 

of the means and modes God employed, together with an estimate in each case of the content, 

distribution and values of each. 

Let us try to think of ourselves as living in a time before a word of the Bible had been 

written. Let us agree, since God is the kind of Person He is, that it would be entirely in keeping 

with His character to communicate with the creatures whom He made to be like Himself in some 

important way. Let us also agree that as sinners we would be utterly hopeless of eternal felicity 

unless He had provided both knowledge of Himself and redemption. How would God have gone 

about it? 

There is a summary sentence in the New Testament that partially answers this. The passage 

grandly states that in Old Testament times God spoke through prophets and since then He has 

spoken by a Son (Heb. 1:1, 2). But how did He speak to the prophets? The text simply says, ‗in 

many ways‘. All right then, what were some of these ‗many ways‘? Also, what sort of 

information or communication was conveyed? By what means did Cain and Abel learn that God 

requires sacrifice, or for that matter, requires worship at all? If Enoch walked with God and 

pleased Him, how did Enoch know what God wanted from him in the first place? If, as Paul 

says, the heathen suppress certain known truths about God before any missionary even finds 

them (Rom. 1:18), what is the content of their knowledge of God and how do they apprehend it? 

There are further questions such as: Are the heathen who never hear the gospel truly lost? How 

shall we discover a true answer to the question? We shall take the Bible as our guide, as usual in 

all matters of religious belief, but if so, then the Bible must point beyond itself to certain other 

sources of information. 

1. The Inward Prompting by the Holy Spirit 

In the first place, there is strong evidence in the Bible that the Holy Spirit, who does now in a 

very special way convince people‘s hearts of sin, has always striven with those hearts. He has 

used such influences as we can only surmise to prompt members of our fallen race ‗that they 

should seek God, in the hope that they might feel their way toward him and find him‘ (Acts 

17:27, see the context; compare Gen. 6:3). This admirable impulse has not often led to true 

religion but rather to idolatry and polytheism as well as even baser forms of worship. May it not 

be said that all the multitude of expressions of worship in false religions in the world has at least 

this much realized truth at its root? 
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The papal Roman Church since Vatican II continues to make her exclusive claims as sole 

sphere of salvation and custodian of divine revelation.
6
 Yet she, consistent with her insistence 

that human reasoning faculties remain unimpaired by the fall, allows—or at least seems to 

allow—that without benefit of special revelation human beings can and do know God in a saving 

way. I quote: 

The sacred Synod professes that ‗God, the first principle and last end of all things, can be 

known with certainty from the created world by the natural light of human reason‘ (cf. 

Rom. 1:20). It teaches that it is to his Revelation that we must attribute the fact that those 

things, which in themselves are not beyond the grasp of human reason, can, in the present 

condition of the human race, be known by all men with ease, with firm certainty, and 

without the contamination of error.
7 

This is quite in keeping with the latent doctrine of universal salvation prevalent in many Vatican 

II pronouncements and in the Church Dogmatics of Karl Barth. Several Roman Catholic 

theologians of world-wide reputation prepared the way for the Vatican II pronouncements and 

various subsequent official statements. 

In any case, if God is, He must not be ignored but worshiped! Jesus spoke of how the 

Comforter (Holy Spirit) would be sent to convict the world of sin (John 16:7–10), but it is 

doubtful if Jesus‘ promise relates to the Spirit‘s work apart from the preaching of the Word. 

Aside from that promise, it has been argued from John 1:9 that Christ the eternal Logos (Word) 

has always been lighting every person ‗coming into the world‘ and that such is the meaning of 

Micah 5:2, ‗one … whose origin is from old, from ancient days‘. Whether or not these texts 

teach such a doctrine, which is doubtful, the presence of God‘s Spirit in the world has always 

been, through what some teachers call God‘s ‗common grace‘, an influence for good and a 

restraint on evil. In this way God tells the heathen mother, for example, to care for her helpless 

infant and not only instructs the civil magistrate to restrain violent men but moves the common 

man to obey the magistrate, at least most of the time. 

J.O. Buswell, a trusted writer, says, 

In my opinion the convicting work of the Holy Spirit in the world in general, is a work 

upon the hearts of all men prior to either faith or regeneration, a work wherein not only is 

the gospel freely offered to all, but all are brought to a point of enablement to such a 

degree that, if having been convicted, they reject the Grace of God thus offered to them, 

but they are subject to the eternal wrath and curse of God because they have not believed 

(John 3:18), and because they ‗have not received the knowledge of the truth … but have 

taken pleasure in unrighteousness‘ (2 Thess. 2:10–12).
8 

Dr Buswell admits that his idea, rather timidly advanced, lacks clear scriptural support. 

                                                           
6 Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Vatican II, Dei Verbum, 18 November, 1965 (Vatican 

Collection, Vatican Counsel II, 1975, 1996), vol. ii, chapters I–III. 

7 See Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Vat. II, Dei Verbum, 18 November, 1965, VCVC vol i, p. 

752. 

8 J. O. Buswell, A Systematic Theology of the Christian Religion vol. iii (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1971), 

p. 157. 
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This teaching seems to carry the matter too far. I find it hard to adjust to the clear teaching of 

Romans 10:11–17, that preaching of the Word is necessary for people to know anything at all of 

a saving gospel and, elsewhere, Dr Buswell grants this. 

2. God Reveals Himself Through what He has made 

God has certainly revealed Himself through the material ‗heavens and earth‘ which He has made. 

As noted earlier, older theologians call this ‗the light of nature‘. 

The Bible is very clear as to the fact that nature does have something to say to people about 

their Creator. Some of the affirmations are clothed in the beautiful poetry of the Psalms. Psalm 

104 speaks of the clouds as God‘s garments (v. 2), and of beams of light shining through them as 

beams of His chamber (v. 3). The rest of the Psalm declares how, in detail, all aspects of nature 

are God‘s work in creation, preservation and government. They are all, including mankind and 

human works, God‘s works (vv. 24, 31). The Psalmist‘s reflections on nature call attention to 

God‘s greatness, His honor and majesty (v. 1; cf. 86:8); God‘s manifold wisdom and great riches 

(v. 24); His eternal glory (v. 31); and God‘s joy in His works in nature. Just as a man, made in 

God‘s likeness, rejoices in doing and making things, so the Creator rejoices eternally in His 

works. The discerning believer, by means of this revelation, understands his dependence on God 

and the importance of praiseful worship of God while life shall last (v. 33). He also understands 

the unnaturalness of the presence of sin and of sinners in God‘s perfect creation (v. 35a). 

Several ancient manuscripts make the anonymous Psalm 104 a continuation of Psalm 103, 

thus like 104 a Psalm of David. David the shepherd and king, sweet psalmist of Israel, was 

keenly appreciative of the lineaments of God visible in nature. He lived in primary relation with 

nature. He fed sheep; he saw stars at night; he planted his feet in the rocky soil whenever he went 

some place. Few people today live close to nature. Even farmers nowadays are only slightly in 

this primary relation to nature—many care for no animals, the mercury lamp steals their view of 

stars at night and protected both from cold and heat in the cab of their farm tractors, they seldom 

walk very far on their acres. But David considered (Ps. 8:3) the daily and nightly parade of 

God‘s material accomplishments in earth and sky and wrote the nineteenth Psalm: 

The heavens declare the glory of God; 
and the firmament sheweth his handywork. 
Day unto day uttereth speech, 
and night unto night sheweth knowledge. 
no speech nor language, 
their voice is not heard.

9 

The message from and about God is the same as that of Psalm 104, but we learn also that the 

message goes forth constantly, day and night (v. 2). Significantly, the point is made that since 

nature‘s testimony is a silent one (v. 3, see asv, NASB, RSV) people may ignore it and do ignore it, 

even though God holds them responsible to heed it. 

That God holds people thereby responsible for their unbelief and disobedience is the 

important addition to these truths made by Paul‘s Epistle to the Romans: 

                                                           
9 Psalm 19:1–3 KJV with italized words of v. 3 removed. 



 
129 

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 

unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. For what can be 

known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. For his invisible 

attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever 

since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without 

excuse. For although they knew God, they did not honour him as God or give thanks to 

him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 

Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for 

images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles (Rom. 1:18–23). 

All the truth about the light of nature pointed out in Psalms 104 and 19 (Ps. 8 and others could be 

read also) is here in Paul‘s Epistle. The frightening addition is that human beings, as rational, 

responsible persons, must bear the full weight of responsibility for responding righteously to the 

knowledge which God has imparted. However, they do not do so. They, in fact, without 

exception, have suppressed the truth (v. 18) and in spite of the truth of God‘s invisible, immortal 

nature, have practiced idolatry. They are therefore ‗without excuse‘ (v. 20) and ‗the wrath of God 

is revealed‘ in Scripture and conscience, as we shall see, against them. They have presently been 

abandoned to follow out their unrighteous decisions: ‗God gave them up‘ (v. 24); ‗For this 

reason God gave them up to dishonourable passions‘ (v. 26); ‗And since they did not see fit to 

acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done‘ (v. 

28). 

What then is the content of nature‘s message about God? It tells of His greatness, His honour 

and majesty. It displays the riches of His wisdom, and great glory together with His joy in 

creating such wonders. Such revelations teach also the utter inappropriateness of sin and of the 

presence of sinners in God‘s world. They have no rightful place here. Practically speaking, 

though a source of great pleasure for redeemed people, nature‘s message to sinners is, in part, 

one of damnation—though one shrinks from saying it. 

There is a message of God‘s goodness (benevolence) in nature, as Psalm 104 hinted. It is 

muted, however, for nature provides earthquakes, tornadoes, pestilences and floods, too. The 

gifts of sun, wind, rain, fertile soil, fruitful seasons fill people‘s ‗hearts with food and gladness‘, 

as Paul says elsewhere (Acts 14:17). The goodness of God ought to bring me to repentance 

(Rom. 2:4), but sadly it rarely does so (Rom. 2:5). 

3. God employs Mankind‘s Own Personal, Moral and Rational Nature 

A further mode God has employed in speaking to the sinful race in all ages is to employ 

mankind‘s own personal, moral and rational nature. 

Certain philosophers, from ancient times, have sought to begin their search for ultimate truths 

by searching their own hearts and minds. ‗Know thyself‘ and ‗I think, therefore I am‘ are famed 

expressions of this method. John Calvin wrote at the opening of his great work of doctrine, 

No one can look upon himself without immediately turning his thoughts to contemplation 

of God in whom he ‗lives and moves‘ [Acts 17:28]. For, quite clearly, the mighty gifts 

with which we are endowed are hardly from ourselves; indeed, our very being is nothing 

but subsistence in the one God. Then by these benefits shed like dew from heaven upon 

us, we are led as by rivulets to the spring itself.
10 

                                                           
10 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Vol. I (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), I, 1.1. 
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Calvin‘s logic is correct, but it is regenerate, sanctified logic. Only Scripture and agencies 

derived from Scripture speak plainly of mankind‘s being, specifically of this rational and moral 

nature, as being a source of common knowledge of God. 

We must start with the fact that mankind was created originally in God‘s likeness. The 

likeness is chiefly, though certainly not exclusively, our personal, rational and moral nature. 

Though marred by the fall and as to holiness and love for God, wholly spoiled, the image 

remains. It is mankind‘s present possession of that likeness which renders murder a heinous 

crime (Gen. 9:6) and slander or malicious cursing of other people a vicious iniquity (James 3:8–

10). People do legitimately reason of God‘s nature from their own. Their common mistake has 

been to impute God-likeness to their corruptible bodies and to make a visible, physical, corrupt 

God in their own physical image. 

Others (we think of some of the best representatives of ancient Greek philosophy) knew God 

to be a universal, free spirit, and cautiously said so, even though it was dangerous to deny the 

prevailing idolatry. Socrates, for example, was executed for atheism. Paul was understood when 

he appealed to the Greeks on the basis of their God-likeness to see the stupidity of their idolatry 

(Acts 17:22–34, especially verses 28 and 29). Idol worship turns God into the image of mankind 

and others of God‘s creatures. 

So we may be sure that Paul was understood also when he wrote: ‗when Gentiles, who do not 

have the law, by nature do what the law [Moses‘ law] requires … They show that the work of the 

law is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting 

thoughts accuse or even excuse them on that day when … God judges the secrets of men by 

Christ Jesus‘ (Rom. 2:14–16). Some moral standards are written on people‘s hearts. They know 

that right and wrong exist; they know what some of the standards are and they know they ought 

to do right. When they act in a manner that their own standards approve they have good 

conscience—one that is painless, non accusing—and conversely when they violate their own 

standards they feel accused by painful conscience. They sense the sanctions of a righteous God 

threatening them on the Judgment Day. 

Thus people everywhere can know and we may presume generally do know that God is, like 

themselves, a moral being; also that, unlike themselves, He is entirely righteous. On other 

grounds, they know Him to be Creator and hence moral Governor of all people. Therefore, they 

expect a judgment day when they must face God, even though they are afraid of Him. ‗It is 

appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment‘, though a biblical quotation has 

been written in the sub-consciousness, if not the consciousness, of every human being. The 

whole existence of ancient Egypt‘s reigning elite, no less, was self-regulated in order to come off 

well in that judgment. Hence, the national wealth came to be devoted to funeral arrangements 

and memorials. 

It is now time to pause for certain reflections. Nothing we have turned up thus far informs 

people that God is gracious, that He has redeemed them or that He loves them. The promptings 

of the Spirit in His works of common grace, whereby He preserves human society from utter 

corruption and self-destruction, perhaps hint at His love. However, nature frowns about as much 

as she smiles and no prosecutor or judge can be more unrelentingly antagonistic than ‗guilty‘ 

conscience. We turn now to some of the modes of information whereby God conveys His 

message of love, of grace and of redemption. 

4. God‘s Original and Direct Revelation 
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God made Himself known to all subsequent generations of mankind when He spoke to our first 

parents through original and direct revelation. This may have continued awhile, for some people 

still ‗walked with God‘ (Gen. 5:22; 6:9) and conversed with Him (Gen. 3:8–4:15) through the 

antediluvian epoch. Here is how one orthodox writer presents this information and supports it. 

The Bible indicates that God revealed Himself to mankind at the beginning of human 

history, and that He hath not left Himself [in any age or place] without a witness (Acts 

14:16, 17). There is corroborative data in the study of comparative religious and cultural 

anthropology, indicating that the oldest religious traditions are the nearest to biblical 

theism. The scriptural teaching on primitive revelation [i.e. original and direct] must be 

considered.… There is generally among primitive peoples some trace or tradition of 

knowledge of the true God.
11 

A century ago there was considerable emphasis on primitive revelation as enduring through time. 

One of the most cogent and balanced of the era, W. G. T. Shedd (1820–1894), devoted eight 

pages of his Dogmatic Theology (I, 201–208) to survival of primitive revelation in the universal 

consciousness of mankind. All sound theology must deal with Paul‘s clear doctrine of apostasy 

from primitive revelation (Rom. 1:18–32). A text prescribed for my college course in apologetics 

by Fr. W. Schmidt of Vienna summarized evidence derived from researches among every known 

kind of primitive society for existence of the ‗highest God‘ of monotheism in their religious 

heritage. No society apparently—or at least no known societies—are without it. Monotheism 

might be a universal inference; it might also be an inheritance from the beginning of the race.
12

 

Schmidt‘s book is a very impressive work, not superseded, as far as I can determine. 

Some modern psychological theory makes much of alleged innate memory of race 

experience. Sometimes this is called primal history, or Urgeschichte. The Bible does not either 

affirm or deny this but the unity of humankind in being essentially one biological family 

suggests that certain traditions would be passed down to us all—or nearly all. I cite a striking 

personal example. There is in the Culver family an interesting tradition at least 1,300 years old, 

though I discovered it only recently. My father‘s given name was Cyniard. He never liked the 

name and always wondered where it came from. He knew only that he was named for a distant 

relative of his grandfather‘s generation, but he did not know that he, himself, was of English 

descent, a tenth generation American of the Culver family, likely through Governor John 

Winthrop, the elder, and that Culver is an old Saxon name. In 1973, in reading the first volume 

of Trevelyan‘s History of England, I found my father‘s given name, Cyniard, attached to a young 

king of the Saxon kingdom of Mercia, in Great Britain. The mystery was solved—at least for me. 

A fragment of culture from our ancestors in continental Saxon Germany still survives, for a 

grandson and a great-grandson bear my father‘s first name. We can pass tradition on for 

thousands of years without knowing we do. Some words of common English speech, for 

example, can be traced to sources thousands of years removed. All language is populated with 

verbal fossils of remote antiquity. 

Perhaps most of the best ideas people have about God have come to us in this manner. My 

own teacher of theology thought that ‗most of what men believe about God has come to us in this 

                                                           
11 J. O. Buswell, op. cit., p. 159. 

12 W. Schmidt, The Origin and Growth of Religion, Facts and Theories, trans. H. F. Rose (New York: Dial 

Press, 1935), 302 pages. 
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way‘. He thought it accounts for the truths in ethnic religions, though garbled, misunderstood 

and corrupted. 

There is no evidence that God communicates with people today in any reportable manner. 

For good reasons we live under a ‗silent heaven‘, walking wholly by ‗faith and not by sight‘.
13

 

Later we shall study God‘s providence. Providence is God‘s general direction of history and 

there is also His special control, which we call the miraculous. 

5. God Reveals Himself in Special Works 

Hence we may speak of how God has revealed Himself in special providential and miraculous 

works. Sometimes we do not know if some extraordinary event falls in the category of God‘s 

ordinary working (the ‗laws‘ of nature) or His special working (miracles). The distinction, 

however, is valid and, in either case, what God does says something about Him. If, as some 

claim, it was a landslide that cut off the waters of Jordan when the Israelites passed through, or a 

natural wind which parted the Red Sea, it was God‘s omniscient, omnipotent working in a 

special providence. We truly do not know how He works in either creation or providence, as the 

Almighty overwhelmingly reminded Job (Job 38, 39). We know no more about how God 

performs miracles. 

We do not know whether the first plagues of Egypt came of natural causes or not; their 

timing certainly did not. God‘s power operated in either case for special reasons. One of them 

was to teach Pharaoh and all the nations who heard the report of them. Pharaoh had said, ‗Who is 

the LORD, that I should obey his voice‘ (Exod. 5:2). But the LORD said, ‗I will … multiply my 

signs and wonders in the land of Egypt … The Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD, when I 

stretch out my hand against Egypt‘ (Exod. 7:3–5, see also verse 17). God purposed that Pharaoh 

and all of his people would learn some things about the LORD God of the Hebrews. Moses said to 

the Egyptian king during one of the plagues, ‗I will stretch out my hands to the LORD. The 

thunder will cease, and there will be no more hail, so that you may know that the earth is the 

LORD‘s‘ (Exod. 9:29 emphasis added). 

Not only so, by those events the people of God of that generation and all later generations 

were to be taught (as we now are being taught) about God: ‗Then the LORD said to Moses, ―Go 

in to Pharaoh, for I have hardened his heart and the heart of his servants, that I may show these 

signs of mine among them, and that you may tell in the hearing of your son and of your grandson 

how I have dealt harshly with the Egyptians and what signs [miracles] I have done among them, 

that you may know that I am the LORD‘ (Exod. 10:1–2 emphasis added). 

Throughout biblical and Christian history God‘s people have learned many things about their 

God through the biblical miracles and providences of God. The prophets frequently rebuked 

Israel of old for forgetting about God‘s miracles of deliverance or for misinterpreting them.
14

 

                                                           
13 The Silence of God is the title of a very influential book, reprinted through most of the twentieth 

century. ‘God is silent now because He has spoken his last word of mercy and love in Christ’ says the 

author. Reprint: Sir Robert Anderson, The Silence of God (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, n.d.), 215 

pages. 

14 Some other Scripture passages that discuss this matter are Deut. 4:33–35; 7:8, 9; Josh. 4:23, 24; Isa. 

45:1–6; Ezek. 11:9, 10; and John 10:38. 
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From these texts and others the reader of the Bible will learn or have confirmed several 

things about God. Israel discovered that their God never fails to keep a promise. They came to 

understand, as David (quoted by Lincoln with reference to divine providences in the American 

Civil War): ‗the judgments of the LORD are true and righteous altogether‘ (Ps. 19:9 KJV). We 

may be sure that God still reigns. By His reign He taught England and Wellington on the one 

hand and France and Bonaparte on the other by the battle of Waterloo, as later all the nations in 

the great wars of the twentieth century. God speaks to us also through raindrops and wild 

flowers, and all the true discoveries of science, as Tennyson wrote in 1869: 

Flower in the crannied wall, 
I pluck you out of the crannies, 
I hold you here, root in all, in my hand, 
Little flower—but if I could understand 
What you are, root and all, and all in all, 
I should know what God and man is. 

6. The Message that Comes from God through Scripture 

In a special category, because it is a perfect revelation and includes all the others, is the message 

from God that comes to people through the Holy Scriptures. Extended discussion of this belongs 

to another locus of doctrine, but several observations about the Bible as a source of truth about 

God are appropriate here. 

The Bible claims to be not one but a series of messages about God, beginning with the 

earliest prophetic deliverances of the Old Testament through the last of our Lord‘s apostolic 

witnesses (Heb. 1:1, 2; 2:1–4). The gospel of Christ was promised in the Old Testament (John 

5:39; Rom. 1:1–3), and fulfilled and spelled out plainly in the New Testament (Rom. 1:15–17; 

cf. Luke 24:25–27, 44–47). The Scriptures are a complete guide to what we must believe as well 

as all the information we need for service and holy living (2 Tim. 3:16, 17). There is also 

imponderable, mysterious power in the Scriptures, when read in the vernacular language of any 

people, and made known by preaching and teaching. That power will convert and reform 

individuals while also improving and refining their morals, manners, economy and material 

culture. Such is the power in the Bible, the written Word of God (see Rom. 10:9–17; Heb. 4:12; 

1 Peter 1:23–25). 

7. God‘s Unique Revelation in His Son 

God has revealed Himself uniquely in His Son, the Second Person of the Godhead, our Lord 

Jesus Christ: ‗God who in many parts and many manners spake in time past to the fathers by the 

prophets has at the last spoken to us by a son‘ (Heb 1:1, 2 literal translation). The Greek text 

does not furnish ‗The‘ or ‗His‘ before huiō, son. The point of emphasis is that though revelation 

in the old dispensation had been through authentic prophets, in the new dispensation revelation 

came through one of a superior order, that is a Son of God not a son of man. (It is a subtle point 

not missed by commentators on the Greek text even though suspect by some not competent in 

such matters.) His very name, Immanuel, means ‗God with us‘ (Isa. 7:14). John wrote: ‗the Word 

became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the 

Father.… No one has ever seen God; the only God [the only begotten Son (KJV)], who is at the 

Father‘s side, he has made him known‘ (John 1:14, 18). 



 
134 

This revelation stands apart from all the others, the end of all searching, the consummation of 

all hope for finding God or of His finding us. Jesus Christ provides a perfect revelation in that it 

is complete and final. When God had finished speaking through our LORD there was nothing 

more to say; so the risen, ascended Christ ‗sat down on the right hand of the Majesty on high‘ 

(Heb. 1:3; cf. Col. 2:9; John 14:8–19; 16:12–15). His work as revelator was essentially finished. 

We shall yet learn more of our Lord when we see Him face to face, for there is more of His 

‗grace ready to be revealed‘ (1 Peter 1:5 RSV). However, God presently has no new avenues of 

revelation to open. In a certain way, this is true of the Scriptures. There are no new verses or 

chapters to be written, but it is possible every time we read the Bible or hear it expounded we 

may notice a new-to-me fact or gain new insight into truth only dimly perceived before. 

As we reflect on the variety of modes of acquiring knowledge of God discussed in this 

chapter, it becomes apparent that very little of God‘s grace and redemption are known to us apart 

from the three last mentioned: God‘s providential and miraculous works, the Scriptures, and the 

Lord Jesus Christ. The other sorts of revelation, each valid in some circumscribed way, are 

inadequate, being both partial and obscure. All of them must be tested and judged by Scripture. 

Each achieves a normative, dependable status only as interpreted by Scripture. The Bible and 

Christ alone are complete and perfect while only Christ speaks about God (or anything else, for 

that matter) in a final way. 

In an important sense, all revelation is by Jesus Christ, the ‗founder and perfecter of our 

faith‘, for He provided all the others, being the Creator of both universe and mankind (John 1:1–

3). He was the Giver of that original revelation, and the experiences of Israel whereby they 

through providence learned of God (see 1 Cor. 10:1–3). His Spirit also gave us the Holy 

Scriptures (1 Peter 1:10, 11). 

The Bible also obviously occupies a unique place in revelation. Its report of primeval, 

original revelation, while incomplete, is sufficient for all the information we need to have and the 

only dependable one we have. The Bible includes some of each of the others. The Bible bears to 

us all we need for life and godliness (2 Tim. 3:16, 17; cf. 2 Peter 1:3), and it interprets them 

properly. Christian understanding of the Bible grows in individual lives and through the 

generations of readers and scholars in the history of the church. Furthermore, the only truly 

authentic report we have of the person and redeeming work of Christ is found in the Bible. 

Without the Holy Scriptures we could not know truth about Him unmixed with error. So, even 

though our faith for salvation is wholly on Christ, we learn of Him in the Bible: 

Jesus loves me this I know 
For the Bible tells me so! 

And, though ‗If anyone hears my voice‘, said the risen Christ to John the Revelator, ‗and opens 

the door, I will come in to him‘ (Rev. 3:20), the voice with which he speaks always expresses the 

truths of the words of Holy Scripture. In addition, amazingly throughout our lives the Bible 

seems to speak in the language of the particular translation in which we first heard and read the 

Bible.
2
 

 

                                                           
2 Robert Duncan Culver, Systematic Theology: Biblical and Historical (Ross-shire, UK: Mentor, 2005), 29-

52. 
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The Names of God 

We do not read far in the Old Testament until we learn that personal names and many other 

proper names are important. They are important because they have meaning. Each name has 

some special meaning obvious to the ancient Hebrews who read the Bible in its original 

language. For example, the first human name, Adam, is the word for ‗ground‘, ‗soil‘, ‗earth‘, 

signifying that the human body is taken from natural elements in the soil. Eve (Ava) means ‗life‘, 

signifying she is mother of all the people who ever lived. Cain means ‗smith‘ (metal-worker), 

indicating the origin of metallurgy among his progeny. David means ‗beloved‘, Solomon, 

‗peace‘, and so on. Some names indicate something the one who bestowed it hoped would 

develop in the character or history of the person designated. Since many of our personal names 

have their meanings in forgotten stages of our own language, dead languages or foreign 

languages, we do not know the meaning of the names we bear, though they do designate their 

bearers. George, for example, designates my friend the Culligan man. But hardly anybody knows 

that George (every consonant and vowel pronounced) is a Greek word for ‗farmer‘, rendered 

‗husbandman‘ in KJV. A number would do almost as well. Gail and Charis mean ‗Joy‘ in Hebrew 

and ‗Grace‘ in Greek. But while my friends Joy and Grace know the meanings of their names, 

Gail and Charis do not. 

When we speak or write about God and when we address Him, we must employ some name 

or name-like term. God, Elohim and Jehovah have already appeared above. Surely we ought to 

learn the names by which God prefers to be known and addressed—His own self-designated 

names. These will be found in each case to indicate some important characteristic of God or 

information about Him. 

Several of God‘s names arose out of believers‘ experiences with Him. They give insights to 

God‘s ways of dealing with us. All of this class of names are compound, such as Jehovah-Jireh 

(the LORD will provide) and Jehovah-Tsidkenu (the LORD our righteousness). Theological writers 

emphasize that these are the ones that most distinctly draw analogies between human beings and 

the creator-God, i.e. they are most distinctly anthropomorphic. Space does not allow us to treat 

them here. 

The origin of the commonest of God‘s names is now lost, for the most part. Where the names 

came from is less important than what they mean. The meaning of some is a matter of special 

revelation. Some appear to have been long employed before Abraham and Moses. All of them 

interest us as preliminary statements of God‘s attributes. 

St Jerome, following Jewish custom of the time, said there were properly ten biblical names 

of God.
1
 Jerome listed them as El, Elohim, Eloha, Sabaoth, Elyon, Esher Ehye, Adonai, Yah, 

Yhwh (Jehovah, Yahweh), Shaddai. These are indeed some important Old Testament names. 

This variety does not carry over to the New Testament except as the writers reflect the Old 

Testament. Several adjectives, such as almighty, and metaphors, such as shepherd, appear. 

There is, however, a poetic chapter of the Bible that, in a beautiful way, uses almost all the 

most important Old Testament names. In this chapter Moses employs names for God which 

arose among people who had learned about God as He ‗walks in the midst of your camp‘ (Deut. 

23:14). These names we may suppose as arising somewhat as nicknames are invented 

                                                           
1 ‘Epistle to Marcellus’ as cited by Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics (St. Louis: Concordia Publ., vol. i, 

1950), pp. 432, 433. 
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spontaneously by the common people—‗Old Hickory‘ (Andrew Jackson), ‗Honest Abe‘ 

(Abraham Lincoln), ‗Slick Willy‘. In our high school the principal was a prim lady of near 

retirement age who was regularly to be seen padding about halls and rooms in soft-soled shoes. 

Though we called her ‗Mrs Hathaway‘ when brought to her presence, her name among all 

students was ‗Old Pussy Foot‘. She never heard it, but from the standpoint of those beneath her 

authority, it fit exactly. 

We shall treat most of the names within the framework of that chapter. Two current, readily 

accessible treatments, each entitled ‗The Names of God‘, are recommended as guides to the 

subject and relevant literature.
2
 

The Song of Moses—a Mine of Information About God‘s Names 

Near the end of his life, Moses, the great lawgiver, delivered a series of sermons to his people, 

the children of Israel. They had conquered Trans-Jordan. They were poised to invade Canaan 

under fresh leadership. Before taking leave to die and go home to God, Moses composed a song 

which he recited before the assembled tribes. We have it in Deuteronomy 32:1–43. Most of the 

common Old Testament names of God appear in the first fifteen verses. 

1. YHWH (Deut. 32:3, 6, 9, 12, 19, 27, 30, 36 KJV usually LORD), from the Old Testament 

point of view, is the only proper name of the national God of Israel. Therefore, it is not 

surprising it appears most frequently—nearly 7,000 times and almost 1,000 times in Psalms 

alone. Yah (Jah KJV) is an abbreviated form of this name. The Tetragrammaton (YHWH) is the 

focal point on which the document-development theory of the authorship of the Pentateuch 

(Graf-Wellhausen) developed over the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

In abbreviated form (iah, Je, Jeho, jah), this name is very common in theophoric Old 

Testament names. Ahaziah suffixes the name to Ahaz whereas Jehoahaz prefixes the name. 

Elijah joins two names for God (‗my God is jah‘). 

‗For I will proclaim the name of [Jehovah]‘ (Deut. 32:3). This is the personal, proper name 

Israel had for their God. Later in the song, Moses says, ‗For [Jehovah] … shall judge his people‘ 

(v. 36 KJV), showing again the special character of the name as personal and as of meaning to His 

people. The word judge here means mainly ‗to rule as a magistrate‘. See also verses 12 and 19. 

After the exile this came to be regarded with such a nearly superstitious reverence it was thought 

to be dangerous even to pronounce it (‗for the LORD will not hold him guiltless that takes his 

name in vain‘, Exod. 20:7). Therefore, the correct pronunciation of YHWH, God‘s personal and 

covenant name, was lost forever. Ancient Hebrew was spelled without vowels. In medieval times 

Jewish scholars supplied the vowels to the text and for YHWH supplied the vowels of Adonai 

(LORD), which they read to the present day. When these vowels are read with YHWH an 

approximation of ‗Jehovah‘ comes out. This word, now for centuries firmly in the idiom, is not 

likely to be replaced in Bible-related speech. Scholars suppose Yahweh to be nearer the original 

pronunciation, and is now commonly used in scholarly literature, though this is far from certain. 

What is called Sephardic (similar to Arabic) pronunciation of Hebrew was followed by most 

Christian scholars until the influence of Yiddish on modern Israeli Hebrew caused Ashkenazic 

                                                           
2 Thomas McComiskey, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, Walter Elwell, ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Books, 1984). Elmer Martens, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, Walter Elwell, ed. (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Books, 1996). 
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pronunciation to prevail in scholarly circles. So there are variant pronunciations of the 

transliterated (supposed) original. While ‗Jehovah‘ is certainly incorrect it does have the 

advantage of long established use. 

When God explained the meaning of the name to Israel He emphasized connection with: (1) 

God‘s promises—He has come to fulfill the promises made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the 

national patriarch; (2) God‘s presence—God said He would be with Moses and His people, 

Israel; (3) God‘s salvation (deliverance)—the Israelites were to be rescued from the bondage in 

Egypt; and (4) God‘s provision for every one of their needs. See Exodus 3:1–22 and 6:1–8. 

It is not surprising, then, that when Moses got around to writing the first books of our Bible, 

the name YHWH was employed most frequently of God when reporting His saving work on 

behalf of His people. This name is in the Hebrew name ‗Joshua‘ (Jehoshuaʿ, Greek, Jesus), 

which means, ‗Jehovah saves‘ (see Matt. 1:21).
3
 

2. Elohim (ʾElo-him) (Deut 32:3, 15, 17) is pronounced El-o-heem. In ‗Ascribe greatness to 

our God!‘ (verse 3 emphasis added) ‗God‘ is ʾElohim‘. From the biblical point of view, ‗This 

name properly represented One only Being, who revealed Himself to man as creator, ruler, and 

LORD. It was His own peculiar title, and ought to have been confined to Him.‘
4
 We do not know 

what language was spoken in Eden, but Elohim, or its equivalent in that language, is represented 

as the proper designation of the Creator. It is the only one used in the first chapter of Genesis. An 

older standard work on the name states: 

In after ages the worship of the Creator as Elohim began to be corrupted. The Name, 

indeed was retained, but the nature of Him who bore it was well-nigh forgotten. When 

men were divided into different nations, and spoke various dialects and languages, they 

must have carried with them those notions of Elohim which they had inherited from their 

fathers, but the worship which was due to Him alone was in the lapse of ages transferred 

to the souls of the departed, to the sun, moon, and stars, and even idols made by men‘s 

hands.
5 

Recent researches of critical scholars neither confirm nor dislodge Girdlestone‘s dictum. Some 

authorities, however, suggest that Elohim, its singular form Eloah, and the elemental form El, are 

simply generic words for deity as our English word, ‗god‘. When used by Christians and in 

Scripture translation it is capitalized God only when referring to the one true God. It is doubtful 

if the Northwest Semitic word for deity was employed in Eden. At any rate we learn of ‗strange‘ 

ʾelohim (Gen. 35:1–4). When Rachel ran away with her father Laban‘s images he demanded his 

ʾelohim back (Gen. 31:19, 30). Jacob, who did not regard them as genuine deities, nevertheless, 

for purposes of communication, used Laban‘s word (v. 32). The case is about the same with the 

word ‗prophet‘. There were genuine prophets in Old Testament times, men who spoke for God 

authentically. Hundreds who were inauthentic claimed to be God‘s prophets. So even the true 

prophets, for purposes of communication, called the false prophets by the same name (Hebrew 

naviʾ) as the genuine (see 1 Kings 18:19; Jer. 28:1–6, 16, 17). 

                                                           
3 This name is treated further in connection with God’s attributes. 

4 Robert B. Girdlestone, Synonyms of the Old Testament, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, n.d.), p. 19. 

5 ibid., p. 20. 
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Elohim is God‘s title, meaning deity. Jehovah is His personal name. In keeping with this, 

people in the Scriptures say, ‗my Elohim‘, but never ‗my Jehovah‘. He is ‗the Elohim of Israel‘, 

but never ‗the Jehovah of Israel‘. 

Later on in Moses‘ song there are examples of the use of this word ʾelohim as a ‗courtesy 

title‘ for heathen deities (non-deities) while in fact reserving the title for the God of heaven and 

earth whose name is Jehovah: 

Then he [Jehovah] will say, ‗Where are their gods [ʾelohim], 
the rock in which they took refuge … 
Let them rise up and help you; 
let them be your protection! 
See now that I, even I, am he, 
and there is no god [elohim] beside me; 
I kill and I make alive; 
I wound and I heal; 
and there is none that can deliver out of my hand‘ (Deut. 32:37–39). 

There is a singular form of this name for God, ʾEloah. It appears for the first time in Scripture in 

this chapter (v. 15) and about fifty other times in the entire Old Testament, usually in poetry. 

Elohim occurs hundreds of times, being the commonest word for deity. 

3. Hats-tsur, the Rock. Rock is a transparent figure employed as a name of God (Deut. 32:4, 

15, 18, 30, 31), as in ‗The Rock, his work is perfect‘ (v. 4). That this is a name for Israel‘s God 

and ours ought to be acknowledged. Various translations (KJV, RSV, ASV and others) capitalize 

the first letter, as in all proper nouns. The word means rock, cliff or bedrock, such as is a quarry 

site (see Isa. 51:1). Throughout this song hats-tsur, the Rock, stands for the great stability of 

God, His sole reality as God. It is used in apposition with Jehovah, Elohim and El (vv. 3, 4, 17–

19, 30, 31). He is the only One who is real and therefore the only sound foundation for the life of 

a person or a nation. His work is perfect (v. 4). 

He is, as the Rock, the source of salvation for sinful people, ‗the Rock of his salvation‘ (v. 

15). David prayed to the Rock in Ps. 19:14: ‗Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of 

my heart be acceptable in your sight, O LORD, my rock (tsur) and my redeemer.‘ The word for 

‗rock‘ is exactly the same as in Deuteronomy 32 and the word for redeemer is the same in every 

way as in Job 19:25, in each case receiving an initial capital letter as a proper noun. It should be 

the same in Psalm 19:14—‗LORD, my rock and my redeemer‘ (emphasis added). 

This name is specially connected with our LORD in His pre-incarnate capacity as the Jehovah, 

the God of Israel. Referring to the wilderness journeys of Israel, Paul says: ‗our fathers … all ate 

the same spiritual food, and all drank the same spiritual drink. For they drank from the spiritual 

Rock that followed them, and the Rock was Christ‘ (1 Cor. 10:1, 3, 4). Moses spoke to one 

earthly rock and struck another in frustrated anger. In each case water came out. But neither was 

a ‗Rock that followed them‘. That Rock was the Rock, Jehovah-Jesus, of Deuteronomy 32! Paul 

is affirming not the typical presence of Christ, but the real presence of Christ with Old 

Testament believers as He is today with us. There ever has been only one Mediator of salvation: 

‗For no one can lay a foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ‘ (1 Cor. 

3:11). In the words of William O. Cushing‘s hymn, 

Oh safe to the Rock that is higher than I, 
My soul in its conflicts and sorrows would fly; 
So sinful, so weary, Thine, Thine would I be; 
Thou blest Rock of Ages, I‘m hiding in Thee. 
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‗Rock‘ as a name for God is the most prominent of several inanimate objects of God‘s creation, 

which, by analogy, are employed as name or name-like designations for Him. They are all 

metaphors. Some of them are the sun (Ps. 84:11), a light (Ps. 27:1), a lamp (Rev. 21:23), a fire 

(Heb. 12:29), a tower (Prov. 18:10), a shadow (Ps. 91:1; 121:5). There are many more. 

4. ʾEl, the Mighty One. This name (with or without the definite article), and found in 

Deuteronomy 32:4, 18, 21, usually designates the true God, as in verse 4: ‗A God [‘El] of 

faithfulness and without iniquity, just and upright is he.‘ Sometimes as in verse 12, ‗no foreign 

god [‘El] was with him‘, the word is used of the non-gods of the heathen. This word is likely 

derived from a verb meaning to be strong, to be in front of, hence ‗the mighty One‘. 

Unlike the similar word, ʾElohim, this name is often joined with a separate word, ʿElyon, 

another name of God. So we read of ‗God Most High‘ (Gen. 14:18, and frequently elsewhere), 

‗God Almighty‘ (ʾEl Shaddai, Gen. 17:1), ‗the God of Bethel‘ (ʾEl Beth ʾEl, Gen. 31:13), ‗the 

God of your father‘ (ʾEl-ʾAbikha, Gen. 49:25). 

In Exodus 34:6, 7 ʾEl is used with a whole constellation of names for God and name-like 

adjectives: ‗The LORD, a God [‘El, a Mighty One] merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving 

iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity 

of the fathers on the children and the children‘s children, to the third and fourth generation.‘ This 

statement is without parallel in Scripture. 

5. Father. ‗[I]s not he thy father that hath bought thee‘ (Deut 32:6 KJV)? Only NASB of 

standard English Versions capitalizes ‗father‘ here. Keil‘s translation in his commentary does so 

also. Moses is referring to the fact that their God, like a father who begets a child, had brought 

them into existence as a people, thus calling to remembrance all their past history from Abraham 

onward. The conservative scholars who gave us NASB have no objection to a doctrine of divine 

fatherhood as early as Moses. Isaiah 63:16 twice calls God Father—one more loyal than Father 

Abraham—and Redeemer. Even RSV is willing to have ‗Father‘ be a name for God by Isaiah‘s 

time, but strangely not NEB. See also Isaiah 64:8 and Malachi 2:10. God is Father in the thinking 

and affection of Christians because we learn from the example of Jesus (Luke 23:34; John 17:1, 

5), His instruction for prayer (Matt. 6:6, 8, 9) and His regular references to God in this way. The 

opening verses of nineteen of the Epistles of the New Testament refer trustingly to God in this 

way. 

Some of the latest generations of scholars and their students have difficulty accepting the 

‗fatherhood of God‘, regarding it as a sexist anthropomorphism. Earlier Modernists promoted the 

idea as the very crowning contribution of Christianity. A brief comment on the subject at this 

point is appropriate, where the idea is put by scholars in its clearest and most favourable light. 

Obviously God is not a literal father. He does not literally impregnate females as human males 

do. Yet the word ‗father‘ conveys knowledge of God to us sinners which, though partial and 

inadequate as such, is nevertheless true, dependable, useful, sufficient for our present state and 

satisfying to our hearts. 

Anything which God has made has pertinence to Him. Anthropomorphisms and other 

metaphors employ that truth. Scripture never attributes a body, as such, to God but just about 

every human bodily member or part is applied in figure of speech to God. Yet God is pure spirit 

(John 4:24). Some of the physical features of human constitution applied to Him are face, eyes, 

eyelids, ears, mouth, tongue, lips and bosom. So also are human emotions such as grief, regret, 

anger, fear, compassion, mercy, grace, jealousy, hatred, love and wrath. All imply change and 
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some even misery in the Godhead, yet we know that God does not change (James 1:17) and that 

He is always perfectly blessed (Rom. 9:5; 1 Tim. 6:15). 

Furthermore, in the pictorial language of scripture, God acts like a human being: speaking, 

resting, working, smelling, visiting, coming down, passing by etc. He wipes away tears like a 

tender mother and is even compared to animals such as an eagle, a lion, a hen and a lamb. God 

has wings in one striking passage. Jesus is a lamb throughout the Apocalypse. 

Considering all this, attractive as it is to find ‗Father‘ as a name for God in Deuteronomy 32, 

it probably lacks the naming function of denoting or designating in a particular way. After all, in 

the Bible, God is also a physician, a shepherd, a farmer, a carpenter, an architect and a soldier. 

Yet we do not say ‗Farmer‘ (KJV husbandman) is a name for God. We do sometimes see 

‗Shepherd‘ capitalized as a proper name for God in popular literature. 

Though all biblical names for God are to a degree metaphorical, Scripture does not treat all 

the metaphors as names. Neither should we. ‗Father‘ and ‗Rock‘ partake of the metaphorical 

more than the other names in this treatment. 

6. ʿElyon, The Most High. 

When the Most High gave to the nations their inheritance, 
when he divided mankind, 
he fixed the borders of the peoples 
according to the number of the sons of God (Deut 32:8).

6 

This verse means that God as ‗Most High‘ has apportioned each nation, throughout history, its 

lands, just as He did Israel. When one considers how much of that took place by conquest it 

seems a truly remarkable statement, and places wars within God‘s rule over the affairs of nations 

(Dan. 3:26; 4:17, 24, 25, 32, 34; 5:18, 21; 7:25) and in the expressions of divine worship in the 

Psalms (examples are Pss. 7:17; 91:1, 9)—eighteen times in all. The New Testament equivalent 

corresponds with the Psalms usage (examples, Luke 1:32, 35, 76; 2:14). 

The name ʿElyon is a verbal adjective, formed from ʿalah, to ascend. The ascended, the 

highest (being), is the self-evident meaning. This concept of God is one that peoples who have 

not yet heard of the true God of Scripture readily accept. When one has thought above and 

beyond all created beings and things, there is still ‗something more beyond‘. After that ne plus 

ultra: nothing more beyond. This is close to the God-idea which Paul assumed his hearers at 

Athens already had before they heard the gospel. It is the assumption likewise of all the many 

Old Testament prophecies addressed to the nations. Examples are Isaiah 13–24; Jeremiah 46–51; 

Ezekiel 24–32 and Amos 1:3; 2:3; Obadiah; Nahum; and parts of the book of Jonah, chapter 2. 

Each of these prophetic messages calls heathen peoples to account before a God—ʿElyon, the 

Highest, whom they already know about. 

There are two other important names of God found in the Bible that do not appear in 

Deuteronomy 32. They are Shaddai and ʾAdonai. 

7. Shaddai, Almighty. ‗I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless‘ (Gen. 17:1 

emphasis added). The word is plural in form, usually held to be a plural of majesty. 

This title indicates the fullness and richness of God‘s grace. It reminded the Hebrew reader in 

a graphic way that every good gift comes from God, and that we have not because we ask not. 

We shall confine the examples cited to Genesis and begin with the last example in the book 

                                                           
6 This very ancient reading, also followed by RSV, has ‘according to the number of the sons of God’, that 

is, the angels. 
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(Genesis 49:25). This one shows how graphic a term it is. There is a Hebrew word for a mother‘s 

breasts, shad, usually (and understandably) dual, a pair (see Song of Solomon 8:1; Hos. 2:4; 

9:14). This word seems to be the source of Shaddai, hence the meaning is close to our word 

‗exuberance‘. This connection seems explicit in the last appearance of the word in Genesis. 

Jacob is blessing Joseph and says, ‗From the ʾEl of thy father, there shall be help to thee and with 

Shaddai, there shall be blessings to thee, blessings of heaven above … blessings of the breasts 

[shadayim, the two breasts], and blessings of the womb‘ (Gen. 49:25, my rendering). 

An examination of the other occurrences in Genesis shows that each one has to do with 

God‘s conferral of the blessing of fruitful life (Gen. 17:1–8; 35:11; and 43:14). 

8. ʾAdonai, Lord. This is a special plural form of the normal word of respectful address to 

another male, especially a superior—Master, Lord, Sir. It receives all these translations (Gen. 

43:20; 1 Kings 16:24; Gen. 18:12; Gen 24:9). As used of God it means the same thing except 

that being, like Shaddai, a plural, the aspect of respect is heightened. 

This term of respectful address reminds us that God is a great King. We may come boldly to 

His throne of grace (Heb. 4:16). Yet we must at the same time ‗offer to God acceptable worship, 

with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire‘ (Heb. 12:28, 29). 

Theological Significance of Names 

Biblical names have far more theological significance than our supposedly rational epoch usually 

allows.
7
 Notwithstanding modern reluctance about philology and history of usage, the Bible, in 

innumerable cases, compels the reader to pause to learn the etymology of a name or the historical 

reason why such and such a place or person has the name it bears or used to bear. Some 

explanations are given twice, as with Beer-sheba (Gen. 21:31; 26:33). The naming of Jacob‘s 

thirteen children illustrates the importance Bible people put on the meaning of human names (see 

Gen. 29:32–35; 30:6, 8, 11, 13, 20–24; 35:18). Each name expresses a hope, a prayer, a 

circumstance in the heart of the parent, usually the mother. The prophetic blessings on these 

offspring by the dying Jacob (Gen. 49) is related to the meaning of their names, again illustrating 

the principle. Even the name conferred on Jesus (Matt. 1:21) is specifically related to its meaning 

in Hebrew, a language little used by Jesus or His parents. 

We may be sure the biblical names of the supreme Being are meaningful to the doctrine of 

God. They tell us much about who He is, what He is like and what He has done, as well as what 

He now does and shall yet do. ‗Taking the Books as they stand, the important point to notice is 

that the various names are used by the sacred writers advisedly, so as to bring out the various 

aspects of His character and dealings.‘
8
 God the Creator is therefore Elohim in Genesis 1, but in 

                                                           
7 The names of God appear thousands of times in the Old Testament and have therefore both attracted 

and challenged critics and commentators over the centuries. Journal articles on one or more of all the 

names appear frequently. I recommend J. Barton Payne’s brief chapter, ‘The Names of God’ (The 

Theology of the Old Testment, Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1962, pp. 144–150) and the articles in 

Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament on all the names as well as the Old Testament Theologies of 

W. Eichrodt, G. Oehler and especially Hermann Schultz, trans. of the German ed. by J. A. Patterson, vol. 

ii, Edinburgh, 1892, pp. 116–146. He provides details I have found in no other source. 

8 ibid., p. 38. 



 
142 

chapter 2, where Elohim communes with mankind, He is called Jehovah-Elohim. The serpent 

(chapter 3) avoids the name Jehovah, but ‗In the fourth chapter the offerings of Cain and Abel 

are made to Jehovah, and this is the case with the whole sacrificial system [of God in covenant 

with man] of later Old Testament story.‘
9
 

These things give color and power to the many promises and warnings involving God‘s name 

or names. ‗The name of the LORD is a strong tower; the righteous man runs into it and is safe‘ 

(Prov. 18:10)—a saying of the wise. ‗And those who know your name put their trust in you‘ (Ps. 

9:10). The more we know of the meanings of His name(s) the greater our information about God 

will be and the stronger our faith will be. 

Isaiah, after, as we have seen, calling His God Father, Jehovah and Redeemer, adds ‗from 

everlasting is thy name‘. God‘s name is Eternal. He is endlessly the same. 

The Practical Necessity of Names and Metaphors of God 

The Bible brings every sphere of nature to make its contribution to its description of God. There 

are few limits (with the exception of evil things). Names, comparisons and figures are drawn 

from human, organic and inorganic spheres. Augustine put it like this: though God is without 

name as to His essential nature, in His revelation (Scripture) He possesses many names. 

Everything positive can be said of Him, but nothing said is fully worthy of Him. He goes on—

Why are so many names, anthropomorphisms, comparisons and symbols necessary for us? God 

does not need them. Why do we need them? Augustine compares soul needs with bodily needs. 

The body needs a place to dwell, clothing to wear, food to eat, water to drink, air, light and the 

like. The natural world fills the needs. 

The soul‘s needs are just as various, but instead of a world providing the supply, God 

Himself supplies them all. You go to a fountain when you need water; but to find the fountain 

you need light, and other things. One must go to a thousand places to meet natural needs. All the 

soul‘s needs are met in God Himself, and nowhere else, hence He is bread of life, water of life, 

LORD, Most High, Rock and Shepherd. Bread cannot meet your Shepherd need nor water your 

Master needs, and so on. Spiritually, however, God meets every need. 

Thomas Aquinas looked at the same facts in a slightly different way. If believers wish to 

glorify God and if they wish to come to full knowledge of Him, they must think of Him in terms 

of His creatures and they must use anthropomorphic names and adjectives, metaphors and 

similes drawn from the Creator‘s creation. Otherwise they know nothing of Him and cannot 

speak a single word about Him.
10

 John Calvin, who certainly was fully aware of the limitations 

of natural revelation and the danger of confusing the creature with the creator, nevertheless wrote 

most eloquently of the importance, necessity and propriety of seeing the lineaments of God in 

creation. An entire chapter of Calvin‘s Institutes is devoted to the subject.
11

 This, he goes on to 

say, is a secure basis for the way God in Scripture ‗babbles‘ to us in our own creaturely realm in 

creaturely terms—anthropomorphic names, metaphors, similes and the like. 
                                                           
9 ibid., p. 38. 

10 See Aquinas Summa Theologica, First Part, Question 12, articles 3 & 4. 

Institutes John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 volumes 

11 John Calvin, Institutes I, i, 1. 
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How infinite God accommodates His manner of ‗speaking‘ to finite people like ourselves is a 

frequent theme in the Institutes. Two of Calvin‘s sentences summarize his thought on the 

subject: 

[W]ho even of slight intelligence does not understand that as nurses commonly do with 

infants, God is wont in a measure to ‗lisp‘ in speaking to us? Thus such forms of 

speaking do not so much express what God is like as accommodate the knowledge of him 

to our slight capacity. To do this he must descend far beneath his loftiness.
12 

An Important Practical Value 

Only man is the image of God among God‘s creatures. Yet since like all of nature he is a creature 

he has a place in nature that he cannot fully escape. He alone among earthbound creatures is the 

‗offspring‘ of God (Acts 17:28). God, however, so created the natural realm, as we have seen, 

that His marks are everywhere in it. He is immanent in it as Sustainer and providential Ruler (see 

Ps. 104). In this sense, apart from God there is nothing at all, even though He created it ad extra, 

not out from Him, but de novo, as the uniquely fresh, new. 

Many ancient and modern philosophies and heresies have represented nature as something 

independent and hostile, even prior, to God (Gnosticism, Neoplatonism and Manichaeism of 

early Christian centuries and ‗Christian science‘, various ascetical and mystical moods and 

movements of today). Nineteenth-century idealism, still with us in mutated forms today, is 

another. 

God, however, will not be excluded from anything He has made—our bodies and our lands, 

our houses and other possessions. Nor will He be excluded from our scientific projects either. He 

demands Lordship in them and will ultimately secure it. 

Unless we accept the propriety of God‘s presence in the world of nature our work in the 

world will always be thought of as ‗dirty business‘. Though of a different sort, it is as much 

God‘s business as the mission agency and the theological college. The Bible has a message for 

every worldly department of private and public life. The Christian revelation will not be 

restricted to the private, religious sphere. 

An important Dutch theologian speaks eloquently of the consequences of effort to exclude 

God and revelation from worldly life: 

In this way the realm of nature with its forces and energies, man in his social and political 

life, and also science and art, are given a sphere outside the sphere of God‘s revelation. 

They become neutral spheres, and are viewed as existing apart from God. Of course, a 

proper appreciation of the OT and of a large part of the NT is impossible on this basis. 

Nature is deprived of its message for the believer. The revelation of God loses all its 

influence on outward life. Religion, altogether confined to the inner chamber … forfeits 

every claim to respect. Dogmatics [Systematic Theology], and in particular the ‗doctrine 

of God‘ is reduced to a minimum; and theology is no longer able to maintain its proper 

and important position; it is no longer able to speak about God, because it no longer 

recognizes him as its source and goal. It has no names for God. He becomes the Great 

                                                           
Institutes John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 volumes 

12 ibid., I, xiii.i. 
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Unknowable; and the universe becomes first a sphere without God, later on ‗an 

antigod.‘
13 

How comforting to faith! How inspiring to worship! 

Come, thou Almighty King, 
Help us Thy name to sing, 
Help us to praise; 
Father, all glorious, 
O‘er all victorious, 
Come and reign over us, 
Ancient of Days. 

8 

The Attributes of God 

We shall introduce this important subject by a simple mental exercise. Let us go back to Junior 

High School science class for a few moments. The teacher brings a beaker three-fourths full of 

an unknown substance to the desk. He holds it up so that all in the room can see. It is seen to be a 

liquid, a clear liquid. Is it methyl alcohol? No, for it has no odour at room temperature. So now 

we know it is an odourless, clear liquid. Does it taste like any known clear liquid? No, it is 

tasteless as well as odourless. Further testing over the Bunsen burner shows that it boils at 

+212°F, and it is said, by the teacher, to turn to solid state at +32°F. The teacher also tells the 

class that it has been shown to be composed, by weight, of 11.188 per cent hydrogen and 88.812 

per cent oxygen and nothing more. By now, every child in the class knows for sure what the 

substance is: water. How is water defined? By its attributes (characteristics). 

Something like this simple mental exercise is now necessary to this study. We have now 

reached a point where it is appropriate to discuss God‘s characteristics, or as theology now calls 

them, His attributes. 

Some of the medieval scholastics call them ‗properties‘, as Anselm in The Monologion does. 

Science likes this word to describe distinctive features about the way a thing appears or acts, e.g. 

bitterness is a property of chokecherry fruit; vapourizing at 212°F is a property of water. 

Attributes is a better term in theology to indicate what an object of thought is as well as what it 

does or what its effects are. 

The Bible says in a thousand ways that God is gracious, angry, true, faithful, merciful, 

righteous and so on. At first, the reader does not think of classifying and organizing these 

statements. Yet, as we read the Bible through, if we were to make a list of them, without 

arranging the statements in some systematic way, it would be impossible meaningfully to report 

the information to another person, or to understand it as we understand all organized knowledge. 

                                                           
13 Herman Bavinck, The Doctrine of God, Tran. Wm. Hendrickson (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1951, 

1983), p. 90. 
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Theology must put these important facts about God in some sort of system. We must 

consider how earlier saints and scholars organized this data and we must relate the same to 

current thinking. 

Certain initial questions must be addressed. 

1. Can God Be Defined? 

Is it possible to define God at all, and if so, how should one proceed? Good theology has always 

been cautious about attempting to define God. Recently, exponents of dialectical-existential 

theology have been insisting it is impious even to try. God can only confront us in personal 

encounter. When we define or state propositions about these essentially unreportable 

confrontations, they say, we compose a God to suit ourselves. Some cold statement that God is 

‗the ground of being‘ may be allowed. 

Christian theology had been aware of this difficulty from the very beginning. The first 

extensive and successful efforts at systematic statement of a theology about the God of 

Christianity were by Gregory Nazianzen (c.325–c.389) called ‗the Theologian‘ and ‗The Great‘. 

He opposed those in his time who thought they knew everything about God. As he began his 

own more modest effort to ‗define God‘ he wrote: 

[W]e must begin thus. It is difficult to conceive God but to define Him in words is an 

impossibility … to comprehend the whole of so great a subject as this is quite impossible 

and impractical, not merely to the utterly careless and ignorant, but even to those who are 

highly exalted, and who love God.
1 

He adds: 

For it is one thing to be persuaded of the existence of a thing, and quite another to know 

what it is.
2 

C. A. Hodge sensibly anticipated the current endless verbosity on this subject by pointing out 

that though a definition may not tell what a thing is in itself, it can do it no harm or despite. For 

‗to define is … simply to … distinguish; so that the thing defined may be discriminated from all 

other things. This may be done (1) by stating its characteristics. (2) By stating its genus and its 

specific difference. (3) By analyzing the idea as it lies in our minds. (4) By explanation of the 

term or name by which it is denoted.‘
3
 We must define God by some sort of descriptive 

statements about Him if we are to discuss theology at all. Even the dialectical and existential 

theologians do. Neither they nor we can avoid it. The Bible not only reports ‗the mighty acts of 

God‘ allowed by the neo-orthodox and other objectors to propositional statements, but also 

makes factual statements about God on about every page. We must affirm some statement that 

begins ‗God is …‘ to have orderly discourse about Him. 

Perhaps the most respected definition in Protestant Christian history is the Westminster 

Confession‘s definition. It begins, ‗There is but one only living and true God, who is infinite in 

                                                           
1 Gregory Nazianzen, Oration XXVIII, iv, NPNF, pp. 289–290. 

2 ibid., v, p. 290. 

3 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology I (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), p. 366. 
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being‘ and goes on to mention about twenty-five characteristics (attributes) with scriptural 

‗proofs‘ for each one—thus committing several ‗sins‘ against current liberal theological thinking. 

Among such offences to liberal theology are proof-texting and factual statements about divine 

things and speaking without reservations in both respects. This respected creed is similar, in its 

forthright statements about God, to several old, respected catechisms, each of which has 

instructed many generations of Christian children. Each is composed of crisp statements about 

God, mankind and things, each with Scripture ‗proof‘. This contrasts sharply with the ponderous 

and extensive volumes of existential-dialectical theology (cf. Barth‘s thirteen volumes) and 

claims to make no such statements (though they do). God cannot even state facts about Himself 

in the neo-orthodox Bible. 

2. Can God‘s Essence be made known? 

Can the essence, or being, of God be made known to us at all? As already discussed in earlier 

chapters, God, of course, is not knowable in His essence except as He has seen fit to reveal 

Himself in various ways. Kant and his disciples would have every essence, or thing in itself (der 

Ding am sich), forever out of reach of human knowledge, as would Hume, Feuerbach and others 

who would restrict all valid knowledge to that derived from sensory experience. In a measure, 

they are correct, especially of other intelligences or persons—but only in the sense of direct 

sensory (empirical) information. A man may live with his wife for fifty years and never have 

direct sensory experience of her inner spiritual being. Yet he gains immense knowledge-by-

acquaintance with her inner spiritual being through her manifest attributes (characteristics). 

These attributes all come to his attention and awareness in bits and pieces in one way or another, 

through sensory experience of what she says and does. By means of his rational faculties, he will 

inevitably—consciously or unconsciously—make generalizations about his wife‘s inner 

character. She may also deliberately speak to him about her inner self. Knowledge of God comes 

in a similar manner. It is twofold. 

(1) We know God‘s attributes through His creation. People do have such awareness—

however it be accounted for. There is general awareness that God is great, good, wise—

otherwise why the fear of meeting Him in the Judgment? This awareness takes different forms of 

expression in different cultures. Creation did not emerge out of God by emanation. Yet He made 

it and left marks of His character throughout—even though not without some ambiguity, owing 

to sin presently in us and sin‘s curse on creation. 

(2) We also know God‘s attributes as they are stated and described in Scripture. This 

knowledge is not complete, but it is sufficient for orderly human life on this earth if not perverted 

or denied. The attributes of God, as explained and fulfilled in creation and redemption, are all we 

need to know of His essence. ‗And we know that the Son of God has come and has given us 

understanding, so that we may know him who is true; and we are in him who is true, in his Son 

Jesus Christ. He is the true [alēthinos, genuine, real] God and eternal life‘ (1 John 5:20; cf. John 

17:3). 

The attributes are not parts of the essence, of which this latter is composed. The whole 

essence is in each attribute and the attribute in the essence. We must not conceive of the 

essence as existing by itself, and prior to the attributes, and of the attributes as an addition 

to it. God is not essence and attributes, but in attributes.
4 

                                                           
4 W. G. T. Shedd, Dogmatic Theology I (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1969), p. 134. 
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3. How Are God‘s Attributes Related to Him? 

Another problem, frequently discussed from earliest Christian times, has been, how are the 

attributes related to God? They are not related to God‘s essence as major genus and differentia, 

as every other entity is, for God is the sole member of His genus or class. ‗Besides me there is no 

other.‘ A chair may be said to be a piece of furniture (major genus) composed of a seat, back, 

four legs and designed for sitting (differentia from other kinds of furniture). But God may not be 

described in such a way. Furthermore, the attributes of God cannot be regarded as symbolical 

representations, as say crown and scepter for a king, or a fish for the church. In these cases, the 

symbols have no necessary similarity to or identity with a king or the church; they are, in fact, 

dissimilar. They only represent a king or a church, both of which are wholly other than the 

symbol. In contrast, the attributes of God are like Him. In fact, they are more than like Him 

because they are identical with His being. They do not conceal what and who He is but rather 

reveal Him. The attributes are what God is, in some meaningful way. They are identical with 

God‘s essence, and are not hypostases (personifications), as in polytheism and medieval Jewish 

speculation. Nor are they independent archetypes of love, beauty and the like, as in Platonic 

philosophy. Nor are they emanations out of God (eons), as in Gnosticism and other pantheistic 

systems ancient and modern. When the Bible says God is righteous, it means that righteousness 

is an aspect of God‘s being, God seen from a certain perspective—all of God in that aspect or 

perspective—and so on for every biblical statement about God. When the Bible says that God is 

righteous it means all of God—God in every respect—is righteous. Every positive attribute of 

God inheres in all of them. 

4. Do Words Applied to God Mean the Same as when Applied to Human Beings? 

Do words such as love, mercy, good, gracious, Lord and the like mean the same when applied to 

God as when applied to mankind? They do only to a degree. When a wife says, My husband is 

kind, or addresses her neighbour‘s husband as ‗Sir‘ (in older usage, ‗Lord‘) she does not mean 

exactly the same as Scripture does when it employs the same terms in speaking to or about God. 

Dispute over this problem in ancient times set the terms of the discussion and we still must 

employ them today. There are three possible views with respect to possible equivalence between 

the meaning of these terms as used for human beings and things on the one hand and as applied 

to God on the other. Every Sunday School teacher or serious Bible student must decide. It is not 

an unimportant matter. 

One view affirms that these words mean the same whether used of God or mankind: the 

sound is the same; spelling is the same; meaning is the same. The sense is said to be univocal 

(=Latin, ‗one voice‘). When we say that God is good we mean the same as when we say that 

Margaret is good. 

A second possible view says, No. The sound is the same; spelling is the same; but the 

meaning is different. The Latin word is equivocal (=Latin, ‗equal voice‘), that is, though the 

sound is the same the meaning is different. Hence, to equivocate means to speak ambiguously or 

to lie. When a person only seems to say what we think he says, he equivocates. 

A third possible view is that when the Bible applies to God words commonly used of human 

beings there is a partial correspondence, a correspondence which, though partial and even 

fragmentary (1 Cor. 13:9), nevertheless conveys true and reliable information. This sense is 

called analogical. Analogy affirms correspondence or similarity, in some important respect, but 
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not strict identity. In this case God possesses the matter in a primary, perfect and absolute way; 

people have it only in a secondary or derived manner. 

5. How Do the Attributes of God Relate to Each Other? 

How are the attributes related to one another, holiness to love and mercy, omnipotence to infinity 

in time and place, and so on? Is one attribute more important to sound theology, that is, to a 

correct understanding of God and His ways, than another? There is considerable variance of 

views. It can scarcely be doubted that some attributes receive more emphasis in Scripture than 

others do. No one can read Leviticus and Isaiah (or Ezekiel) without observing emphasis on 

holiness. Let us leave this question open at this stage. 

6. What Is the Meaning of the Simplicity of God‘s Being? 

Orthodox theologians generally affirm that the being or substance of God is simple. Then they 

try to explain and offer cautions. By simple or simplicity, we mean without parts. ‗Every 

attribute is identical with God‘s being by reason of the fact that everyone of God‘s virtues is 

absolutely perfect in God‘ (Bavinck, p. 168). There is no variance in any one or all the attributes, 

for they are steadily the same, as we shall consider later in connection with God‘s immutability 

(changelessness) and impassibility. Any who doubt these affirmations (and in view of present 

mutterings of some writers on the fringe of orthodoxy there may be readers who do doubt) 

should be made aware of the uniform conviction of divine immutability among the ancient 

Fathers—notably Augustine—medieval school men, both Reformers and Roman Catholics, and 

on to present orthodox writers. In a later chapter, we shall consider the simplicity of the divine 

nature as it relates to the blessedness or impassibility of God. 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit are not three parts of God. They are three ‗modes of subsistence‘, 

to use one of the phrases of the older Protestant dogmaticians. There is one mode of subsistence 

called Father, another called Son and another Holy Spirit. However, there is one simple 

undivided substance. The word ‗mode‘ is employed not only by the post-Reformation Protestant 

scholastic theologians in this way but it is to be found in authors such as C. A. Hodge, Shedd, 

Strong and Pieper as well as the ancient Christian orthodox writers. Barth uses the word ‗mode‘ 

in this same connection. In connection with God‘s perfection, Karl Barth writes: ‗It should be 

noted that in this matter we have an exact parallel to the concern of the doctrine of the Holy 

Trinity. In this doctrine the one God in his three modes of being corresponds to the Lord of 

glory, etc.‘
5
 He goes on to say these modes are internal and prior to external modes, amongst 

other things. He seems to reject Sabellian heresy of modalism. The point I make here is that three 

Persons of the one, simple essence of God do not ‗divide the substance‘. 

This nature is common to the three Persons in God, but not communicated from one to 

the other; they each of them partake of it, and possess it as one undivided nature … ‗as all 

the fulness of the Godhead dwells in Christ‘, so in the Holy Spirit; and of the Father, 

there will be no doubt.
6 

                                                           
5 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I, trans. G. W. Bromiley (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975), p. 327. 

6 John Gill, Body of Divinity I (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1978), p. 44. 
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The attributes, of course, are each the whole, undivided divine essence viewed in a particular 

way or in relation to different objects. 

7. Why Classify the Divine Attributes? 

‗On few subjects have greater thought and labor been expended than this.‘
7
 The goal of 

classification is to make the total number clearly comprehensible. 

Among the ‗bipolar‘ classifications that are proposed are: negative and positive attributes, 

quiescent and operative; internal and external, absolute and relative; immanent and transcendent; 

metaphysical and moral; primitive and derived.
8
 

The Reformers were disgusted with the fruitless efforts of late medieval scholastics to 

explain essence and attributes, and sterile controversies about them. Hence, Calvin has a single 

chapter on the Trinity,
9
 three on God‘s unity and spirituality,

10
 but there is nothing like any effort 

to organize the biblical references to attributes. Melanchthon‘s Loci Communes, the first 

Lutheran handbook of doctrines, discusses the trinity and unity of the Godhead but has nothing 

specifically on attributes. Gordon Clark seems excessively harsh in calling later efforts at 

definition and classification ‗rubbish‘ that has ‗been dug up‘.
11

 

Karl Barth, who liked to think of himself as an authentic successor to the Reformers, has an 

extensive discussion of what he terms ‗God‘s being‘
12

 and ‗God‘s perfections.‘
13

 In this 

treatment, he has a section of criticism of the various systems of defining and arranging the 

attributes of God and comes to this interesting summary, in which I concur. 

In this matter the chaos of opinion is not so great as perhaps at first sight appears, and it 

should be clear that in accordance with the presuppositions [his] we have no need to look 

around for a radically new solution. Indeed, we have absolutely no other choice but to 

adopt basically—reserving the right of more detailed elucidation and purification—this 

fourth and, as we may call it, classical approach.
14 

One searches almost in vain for a satisfactory history of classifications. An adequate history is 

very competently supplied by Herman Bavinck‘s thirty pages in his The Doctrine of God. 

Bavinck, in common with most orthodox authors, places the aseity (Latin, ‗out-of-self‘, or self-

                                                           
7 C. A. Hodge, op. cit., p. 327. 

8 Karl Barth, Christian Dogmatics II, Part I (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1975), chapter VI, pp. 340, 341. 

9 Calvin, Institutes I, 13. 

10 ibid., x–xii. 

11 Gordon Clark, ‘The Divine Attributes’ in Baker’s Dictionary of Theology, ed. by E. F. Harrison (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Books, 1960), p. 78. 

12 Barth, op. cit., pp. 257–321. 

13 Barth, op. cit., pp. 322–350. 

14 Barth, op. cit., p. 341. 
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existence) of God‘s being as primary. Though he calls aseity (absolute- or self-existence) an 

attribute, he means to say that it is in a class by itself, prior to the other attributes. I give assent to 

Bavinck‘s summary: 

[I]t is only because these attributes pertain to God in an absolute, altogether unique sense, 

that they are divine attributes. Hence, in that respect aseity (absolute essence) may be 

called the primary attribute of God‘s being.
15 

Bavinck adds: ‗We must, therefore affirm God‘s aseity: that there is nothing above him; hence, 

wisdom, grace, love, etc. are identical with his being.‘
16

 Bavinck is saying attributes are 

attributes of something. In this case, the something is absolute essence (being), God‘s being. 

Obviously, attributes inhere in God‘s being. 

Theologians—Reformed, Lutheran and Roman Catholic—have followed an essentially 

identical method with near identical results. About the only variety is that some writers siphon 

off attributes of the being of God and call them aspects of the essence. H. C. Thiessen lists 

spirituality, self-existence, immensity and eternity as ‗not attributes at all but different aspects of 

the divine substance.‘
17

 It is the judgment of most theologians that all the attributes are ‗different 

aspects of the divine substance‘. Thiessen and H. B. Smith, whom he follows, are reviving the 

views of medieval realists. This opinion was condemned by the Council of Reims (1148).
18

 

In these studies, the attributes will be presented mainly as derived from Scripture. We must 

acknowledge, however, that several traditional modes of deriving our ideas about God have their 

place. They are three converging lines which theology has employed for centuries in elaborating 

what the Scriptures have to say about God‘s attributes. 

Wolfhart Pannenberg summarizes: 

Pseudo-Dionysius … worked out the three-fold method of knowing God that achieved 

such fame and was normative until well into the 19th century, the via negationis 

(aphaireseos), the via eminentiae (hyperoches) and the via causatitatis (aitias) [these are 

the Latin and Greek equivalents].
19 

(1) The Way of Affirmation (Positive) 

We see perfections (excellencies) in nature and in ourselves—intelligence, for example. Hence, 

we infer intelligence in the Creator. We cannot conceive of God otherwise and if there were not a 

single, specific Bible verse affirming ‗God is intelligent‘, we would affirm it as Christians. As a 

                                                           
15 Herman Bavinck, The Doctrine of God, trans. Wm. Hendriksen (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1951, 1983), 

pp. 113–142. 

16 ibid., p. 170. 

17 H. C. Thiessen, Introductory Lectures in Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1949, 1966), 

pp. 119–123. 

18 The Catholic Encyclopedia II (New York: Catholic Encyclopedia Press, 1907–1922), pp. 63–65. 

19 Wolfhart Pannenburg, Systematic Theology, vol. ii, pp. 343, 344. 
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teacher of theology I sometimes sense some futility in citing ‗proof texts‘ on points like this—as 

though trying to clarify the perfectly obvious. 

(2) The Way of Negation (Negative) 

We concentrate our minds on God‘s greatness and His oceanic abundance of perfections. We 

reflect on the finiteness and imperfections of all creation. Hence we infer immensity (Latin in-, 

‗not‘, plus mensus, ‗measure‘), infinity (no limit), immutability (no change) and the like. These 

verbal negatives may rightly be viewed as positives, affirming—by contrast—the absolute 

fullness of God‘s being and perfections. The negative form of statement, however, is accurate 

and impressive. Most Christians have at least some inchoate awareness of these attributes of God 

and bring them to the Scriptures, even as they refine their convictions by the Scripture ‗proofs‘. 

The Bible sets a standard for negative statements about God, such as those that relate to 

attributes and essence, for example: ‗with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change‘ 

(God‘s immutability, James 1:17); a negative statement of truthfulness (‗it is impossible for God 

to lie‘, Heb. 6:18; and deathlessness (‗who alone has immortality‘, 1 Tim. 6:16). 

(3) The Way of Eminence (Supreme Degree) 

Those perfections we see about us, especially in human beings, we infer to be subsisting in 

infinite degree in God. We infer this as in God‘s image and as His creatures. We see power about 

us, we know something of love, mercy and the like in ourselves, and quite easily assign the same 

to God in infinite degree. We also bring these ideas with us to the reading of biblical statements 

about God‘s attributes. 

Calvin, after asserting that ‗in his essence God is incomprehensible‘, went on to say: ‗But 

upon his individual works, he has engraved unmistakable marks of his glory … Therefore the 

prophet very aptly exclaims that he is ―clad with light as with a garment‖.‘ He cites a catena of 

passages of Scripture, chiefly from Psalm 104.
20

 

Thomas Aquinas put the matter thus: ‗God is the supreme good simply, and not as existing in 

any genus or order of things … Therefore as good is in God as in the first … cause of all things, 

it must be in Him in a most excellent way; and therefore He is called the supreme good.‘
21

 

As stated earlier, the attributes of God have been classified as (1) positive and negative, (2) 

communicable and incommunicable (what God is in and of Himself), (3) quiescent (static) and 

active, (4) relative (to creation) and absolute, (5) transitive and intransitive, and (6) metaphysical 

and moral. Though God has always been known to be both great and good, no one, as far as I 

know, thought of classifying the attributes in this a seventh way, great and good, until Alva J. 

McClain did so about 1930. Following McClain, who taught me this classification, which is 

appealing as well as accurate and simple, I have employed it through several decades of lectures 

and I now find it in recent widely published textbooks, though whence derived it is hard to say. 

By whatever terms they are designated, all of the attributes of God fall into these two classes 

of great and good in theological writing, whether the theological writer be Roman Catholic, 
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Reformed, Lutheran or other orthodox writer. This arrangement seems to be a kind of 

ecumenical consensus, fruit of 1,500 years of thinking about the subject by Christian scholars. 

Some employ this basic scheme but introduce a pedagogical principle—introducing the 

pervasive biblical emphasis on the spirituality of the God of Scripture first, then the unity (sole 

existence) of the Godhead as a parallel whole-Bible emphasis, then the usual twofold divisions, 

closing with the most difficult, the doctrine of the Trinity. My own approach will be like this. 

For the sake of interest and simplicity, I gather the subject of the attributes under five biblical 

captions or affirmations. There is the added advantage of making biblical authority more 

apparent. It is, of course, perfectly obvious that to understand these difficult ideas every aid that 

can be borrowed from any legitimate source whatsoever is brought to the exposition. Systematic 

theology can never be simple proof-texting, however important biblical documentation of beliefs 

in religion must always be for Christians. 

These affirmations and phrases are: firstly, ‗God is spirit‘ (John 4:24); secondly, ‗the LORD is 

God in heaven above and on the earth beneath; there is no other‘ (Deut. 4:39); thirdly, ‗our God 

is greater than all gods‘ (2 Chr. 2:5); fourthly, ‗Oh give thanks to the LORD, for he is good‘ (Ps. 

107:1); fifthly, ‗the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit‘ (Matt. 28:19). 

Each of these scriptural captions is used as a heading for each of the chapters immediately to 

follow.
22

 

9 

The Spirituality of the Godhead 

‗God is spirit‘ (John 4:24) 

‗God is spirit‘, a saying of Jesus (John 4:24), was spoken for practical reasons. Jesus was 

introducing an age wherein the geographical location and physical implements of worship are no 

longer of great importance. Whatever temporary value the Old Testament ritual actions and 

materials may have had, they are worthless now. They may teach us but we dare not perpetuate 

them. God is Spirit and they that worship Him must worship in spirit and in truth (John 4:24). It 

is all in the spiritual realm, however much mankind‘s unity of body and spirit and residence in a 

material world require such things as buildings, music, hymn books, Bibles, pews and central 

heating as well as convenient location and accessible premises. Ceremonies, religious buildings 

and objects are now secondary to the purely spiritual. (It has not yet been demonstrated that 

electronic implementation of sounds, and projection machinery as ‗aids to worship‘, are very 

helpful.) We are free from an elaborate ceremonial system which would be ‗a yoke on the neck 

of the disciples that neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear‘ (Acts 15:10). We put 

ourselves on notice that so-called ‗holism‘ in worship, if not severely restrained, may lead to 

overt idolatry of sensible leaders, forms, objects, sounds and rituals. 
                                                           
22 I acknowledge my debt to the esteemed late President of Grace Theological Seminary for the 

essentials of this arrangement which he taught in his course called ‘God and Revelation’. 
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No one has ever framed a definition of spirit that fully satisfies everyone. Commitments 

about reality in general are involved. For those who believe matter and the chemistry of it to be 

only part of reality, holding that there is non-material reality, incommensurable with all 

measurements of length, breadth, height, weight and similar, the following definition may 

suffice. Spirit is a non-material, personal, reality. Why not say that spirit is a non-material, 

personal substance? 

Is the Divine Spirit a Substance? 

There is a certain reluctance to speak of the divine Spirit as a substance. This is because our 

minds can scarcely conceive of a substance without the quality of materiality. Yet we know God 

is not a mere idea (unless we adopt the unbiblical philosophy of metaphysical idealism). God is 

not a thing, however, but the most real object or subject. The truth is, God is a spiritual 

substance. Our souls or spirits are spiritual substances too. We can think of deceased parents or 

children as spirits without material bodies and we can think of God in a similar manner, even 

granted there is a certain awkwardness about it. 

Augustine relates in the Confessions his intellectual journey from materialism (where nothing 

is real but matter) to the biblical view of God and of reality as a problem of conceiving of a 

spiritual substance. At first ‗the more defiled by vain things as I grew in years, who could not 

imagine say substance but such as is wont to be seen with these eyes … Whatsoever was not 

extended over certain spaces, nor diffused, nor condensed, nor swelled out, or did not receive 

some of these dimensions, I thought to be altogether nothing‘ (VII). ‗Could I have conceived of a 

spiritual substance, all their strongholds [Manichaeism] had been … cast utterly out of my mind; 

but I could not.‘
1
 Augustine‘s ability to think of God as spiritual substance, in whom all the 

biblical divine attributes inhere, resulted from the prayers of believers, the preaching of Ambrose 

and especially his reading of Paul‘s Epistles, but philosophy had something to do with it also. 

Augustine possibly might never have considered the Epistles of Paul seriously except 

through the reading of certain ‗Platonist‘ philosophers—now called Neoplatonists. It was their 

service, in God‘s providence, to enable ‗Augustine to bridge the gap between Manichaean 

materialism and the Christian understanding of a purely immaterial substance‘.
2
 Augustine puts 

it this way: ‗And thus gradually, [I progressed] from bodies to the soul which senses through the 

body, and thence to that internal power, to which the bodily senses bring information about 

external things‘. He goes on to say that seeing his judgments are changeable his ‗soul‘ turned to 

his soul‘s intelligence to find what the light was which irradiated his soul. From this, he reasoned 

to invisible reality wherein is ‗the unchangeable‘, whereupon his reason ‗arrived in the flash of 

an anxious glance, at that which is. Then … I saw intellectually Thy [God‘s] invisible things 

through those things which are made.‘
3
 He had employed some of the logic of Romans 1:19, 20 

without yet being aware of the scriptural guarantee of the validity of his now Spirit-enlightened 

logical processes. Augustine only gradually fully accepted this new way of thinking. 

                                                           
1 St. Augustine, Confessions VII. (Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1973), p. 104 ff. 

2 V. J. Bourke, Augustine’s Quest of Wisdom (Milwaukee: Bruce Publ., 1945), p. 57. 

3 Augustine, op. cit., pp. 17, 23. 



 
154 

God, as pure spirit, is as substantial as are our own spirits, though His spirit is not spatially 

enclosed in a body as ours are. God‘s self-conscious spirit cannot be a mere ‗stream of 

consciousness‘, as in positivist psychology (Watson, Skinner), any more than ours are: 

We cannot conceive of the soul as only a series of exercises. There must be an agent in 

order to agency; a substantial being in order to exercises. To ask us to think away the 

substance of the soul, and then to conceive of its exercises is like asking us to think away 

the earth around a hole, and then to conceive of the hole.
4 

The Bible presents God as self-conscious personal spirit. He is the living God, active and 

intelligent. He is not only a God who acts freely (self-determination) but also with sovereign 

purpose. We must think of this group of ideas in connection with the statement: God is spirit. 

We are not to completely isolate these elements, even for purposes of discussion. It is 

impossible. Some of the ideas group themselves together more closely than others. The first 

group includes personality, self-consciousness and freedom, or self-determination. 

1. Personality 

A person is a subject who thinks. A person is also an object of thought. By this, we mean that 

there is a kind of relationship of persons to persons that is unique to persons. I address thee (to 

employ the old second person singular form). I am thou to thee and thou art thou to me. This 

again is unique to persons. Anything other than a person with whom I relate myself as a person is 

an ‗it‘. Of course, when I discourse about thee with another thou, then thou art a he or she, for 

purposes of discourse. In a definite manner, we have just now seen practical demonstration of 

how personality works rather than of what ‗it‘ is. We know ourselves to be persons. From the 

way the Bible speaks of God and from the way God speaks therein, always an ‗I‘ addressing a 

‗thee‘ or ‗ye‘ (plural) and referring to ‗him‘, ‗her‘ or ‗them,‘ we know God to be a person. 

Most readers will need to trace these matters through only a fragment of the biblical evidence 

to be convinced. God is never a distant impersonal spook that sounds itself impersonally through 

some occultist medium, nor is He an eternal force impersonally regulating the fall of dice from 

some priest‘s hands. He is always a great person. The personal character of God is as plain in His 

conversations with Adam and Eve in Genesis 3:9–23 as it is with Abraham and his wife Sarah 

later in Genesis. The meeting of Moses with God at the burning bush (Exod. 3:3–6) is no mere 

meditation of some pious sheep-herder (as some say) upon the magnificence of a storm or a 

sunrise or sunset over Mount Horeb, but a sustained, sometimes fierce, conversation (Exod. 3:1–

4:17) between persons. The events at Sinai, when the voice of God spoke persuasively to a whole 

nation, came in personal modes (Exod. 19:9–19; Deut. 4:8–13; cf. 18:16). Those were not, as 

misbelief and unbelief sometimes make them out, some sort of natural phenomenon such as a 

volcanic eruption. Nor were they the creation of subsequent myth-making. 

We must remind ourselves, however, that in declaring God a ‗person‘ we are doing 

something Scripture never does. We must think of Him only as our excellent, but limited, human 

powers allow. We are merely the humble beings whom God created ‗male and female‘ and 

‗named them Man when they were created‘ (Gen. 5:1, 2), not gods. ‗Person‘ is really a quite 

modern word in the sense we now use it. Personhood in God is much more than personhood in 
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mankind. How much more, we shall never know, for the ‗true God … is infinite in being and 

perfection, a most pure spirit …‘
5
 

When we say that God is a person we mean, before all else, that He is the God of Holy 

Scripture, One who addresses us in Scripture and sermon, One who sometimes during the epochs 

of revelation spoke in audible verbal modes to other persons such as apostles and prophets. He is 

One to whom people respond—Adam and Eve, Abraham, Moses, Samuel, Isaiah, and many 

others. In a less distinct, but equally important manner, we respond in love, obedience, devotion, 

worship, prayer and service. He is One with whom men of old had conversation (see Gen. 

18:33). One of them, in fact, became so intimate with God that the man‘s name became ‗the 

Friend of God‘. 

Once in Scripture God, Himself, calls Abraham ‗my friend‘ (Isa. 41:8). King Jehoshaphat, in 

addressing God, refers to Abraham as ‗your friend‘ (2 Chr. 20:7) and James states that Abraham 

was called ‗a friend of God‘ (Jas. 2:23). To this day, the Muslim Arabs frequently refer to that 

patriarch as ‗el Khalil‘—the friend. 

This relationship between God and Abraham grew as all friendships—between persons who 

shared their interests. God was on His way to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah. En route, He 

stopped by Abraham‘s tent to talk business, urgent business, with him. There was food (Gen. 

18:18) and conversation as is quite usual when friends are entertained (Gen. 18:9–18) during 

which the present business was cared for. There was chiefly a final announcement of fulfillment 

of the promise of birth of a child by Sarah, through whom blessing would come to the whole 

world (Gen. 12:1 ff.). Isaac would be born within a year. 

After business matters had been cared for, before ‗the men‘ (i.e. the angels of the LORD, 

addressed by Abraham as ‗my LORD‘), went on to destroy the cities of the plain, ‗The LORD said, 

―Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do‖ ‘ (Gen. 18:17). God went on to affirm His 

abiding confidence in Abraham and then bared His heart of what was now uppermost in His 

mind. God was treating Abraham as an intimate friend. The rest of the chapter narrates their 

conversation, very significantly closing: ‗And the LORD went his way, when he had finished 

speaking to Abraham, and Abraham returned to his place‘ (Gen. 18:33). These conversations are 

as real as a conversation between Jacob and Rachel or David and Jonathan or of Jesus with the 

woman at the well of Sychar. The God of the Bible is a person, so much a person that one man of 

history became His confidant—Abraham, the friend of God.
6
 

A first caution should be observed in saying God is a person, or God is a personal spirit. The 

meaning is not exactly the same as when the three members of the triune God are called persons. 

The three ‗Persons‘ are three ‗properties‘ of the one God. Person (Lat. persona, mask used by a 

dramatic actor) indicates the sense in which God is three. But there is only one God. Peter, James 

and John are three separate persons, yet share a generic unity of nature—humanity. Humanity 

exists separately from them in billions of other people also. Contrariwise, Father, Son and Holy 

Ghost are three ‗persons‘ each of whom posesses numerically and totally all the divine nature 

(Godhead, divinity) there is. There are not three gods, each of whom shares in a generic 

something called divinity, ‗Godness‘ or Godhead. Where the Father is, there also are the Son and 

the Spirit. 

                                                           
5 Westminster Confession, Chapter II, par. 1. 

6 The Muslim Arabs refer to the great building over the cave of Machpelah near Hebron (Gen. 23) as el 

Kahlil, the Friend, in reverence for Abraham’s connection with the place. 



 
156 

A second caution also should be observed. Our personal nature is analogical to God‘s nature 

(essence, being) in some important ways. Yet God is an infinite and self-existent person while 

we are limited and dependent wholly on Him. Christian theology took centuries to decide to use 

‗person‘ of the Godhead and we need to be cautious how we understand it. The analogy is not 

complete. There is a regrettable but significant incubus of tri-theism in much popular Christian 

devotion. 

2. Self-consciousness 

Self-consciousness is part of what it means to be a person. Sometimes, by a freak-of-language 

figure of speech, we refer to animals as though they were persons. We may even address them as 

persons and fondly imagine that they so respond. However, in a fully lucid moment no one 

believes an animal to be reflectively self-conscious. Our pets and domestic beasts are conscious, 

of course. They go to sleep and awaken. They receive stimuli, have sensations and respond to 

them. But only human beings among God‘s earthly creatures have the ability to think of 

themselves objectively, engaging in introspection as we do. We are aware of our own actions and 

states of mind and we can rationally distinguish the self which is the subject of those states of 

mind and which initiates the actions. Brutes cannot accomplish these feats of personal beings. ‗In 

consciousness the object is another substance than the subject; but in self-consciousness the 

object is the same substance as the subject.‘
7
 

This patent truth is one aspect of the famous declaration of God to Moses as he responded to 

Moses‘ question, ‗What is his name?‘ ‗I AM WHO I AM … Say this to the people of Israel, ―I 

AM has sent me to you‖ ‘ (Exod. 3:14). This is self-conscious person in ultimate verbal self-

disclosure. 

God‘s self-consciousness, like all other features of His being, is His in perfection. In this 

respect, our Creator is both like and unlike the most excellent crown of His creative art. There 

are innumerable crannies of my personality of which I am unconscious. Some I do not wish to 

acknowledge even when others who see them clearly point them out to me. ‗Who can discern his 

errors?‘ David wanted to know. ‗Declare me innocent from hidden [i.e. hidden from myself] 

faults‘, was his prayer (Ps. 19:12) and more at length, ‗Search me, O God, and know my heart! 

Try me and know my thoughts!‘ (Ps. 139:23). God knows Himself completely. He is never 

surprised at what He says or does. So it was with our Savior in the days of His flesh (John 6:6). 

Because this is so, we may ask our God to help us discover ourselves, and some of the deep 

things of God Himself. We need His Spirit to give meaningful effect to the very words about 

Him on this page. So, though no merely natural eye can see nor ear hear the ‗things‘ of 

redemption which God has done for us, His Spirit can help us. He knows the deep things (1 Cor. 

2:9, 10). ‗So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. Now we 

have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might 

understand the things freely given us by God‘ (1 Cor. 2:11, 12). 

3. Freedom, or Self-determination 

This idea, though somewhat self-explanatory, needs some limitation, if not clarification. All 

things we can think of are determined in some way, certainly by the characteristics of their own 
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natures. The forces that shaped them to be what they are put these characteristics into them. 

Material elements are so determined by their inherent nature that science can discover what they 

will invariably do under controlled conditions. To an almost equal degree the same is true of 

brutes. All animal training is based on this. To a limited degree human beings are thus 

determined and much of our societal behaviour (eating requirements, recreation and the like) is 

to a degree predictable. In so far as politicians, social planners, technocrats and similar, can 

manipulate us individually and collectively we are beings determined by what we collectively 

are. However, people‘s responses can neither be wholly conditioned nor directed by external 

management. We are truly, within limits, self-determined. To date, every totalitarian political 

regime has run aground on people‘s unwillingness to yield determination of their behaviour to 

someone else for a very long time, except within the legitimate parameters of limited 

government. The bad side of this is recurrent lawlessness. But on the good side, it is precisely 

their God-likeness as free persons which makes people this way. At best, however, our self-

determination is limited and at worst, dreadfully misused. We are, after all, a sinful race. 

Mankind‘s self-determination is under Almighty God. Humanity has faculties (or if you 

prefer, functions) for self-determination. They were great before man fell and thereby ceased to 

operate wholly in God‘s moral will. God only is fully self-determined. No one tells Him what to 

do. Yet even He takes counsel with Himself (Gen. 1:26). 

The first chapter of Isaiah‘s famous ‗Book of Consolation‘ (Isa. 40–66) is heavily laden with 

this doctrine of divine self-determination. First, the prophet promises his downtrodden people, 

‗Behold, the Lord GOD [‘Adhonai-Jehovah] comes‘ as deliverer (Isa. 40:10). God‘s utterly 

independent self-determination is then set forth in several questions: ‗Who [else] has measured 

the waters in the hollow of his hand and marked off the heavens with a span, enclosed the dust of 

the earth in a measure and weighed the mountains in scales and the hills in a balance? Who [else] 

has measured the Spirit of the LORD, or what man shows him his counsel? Whom did he consult, 

and who made him understand? Who … showed him the way of understanding?‘ (Isa. 40:12–

14). In each case the answer is, no one but God—‘Adhonai-Jehovah. 

Later we shall discuss life and activity as aspects of God‘s personality. They are prerequisites 

of self-consciousness and self-determination. In this respect, the Christian God is wholly 

different from the gods of the great oriental religions, i.e. Hinduism, Buddhism, Parseeism and 

others. There is no personal, self-conscious, self-determining, active, self-moving, living centre 

in these gods. The centre of reality is impersonal, unconscious, unmoving and certainly not alive. 

These religions are pantheistic at heart, God—in so far as it is correct to speak of the central fact 

of their religion as God—is personal only in mankind or other spirits. Although the notion is not 

entirely consistent with Hindu doctrines about escape from the wheel of finite existence, all 

(=God) is under the control of eternal, immutable laws. There is no rightful place for personality, 

freedom and consciousness in God Himself, for there is no Self. These attributes are held to be a 

defective condition wherever they appear. 

These aspects of the God of the Bible have imparted a certain vibrant, joyous tone to biblical 

religion wherever and whenever it appears. It enables us to rejoice in our humanity and has 

inspired us to improve ourselves as redeemed in Christ. Awareness of these personal attributes in 

our God engenders a certain godly pride in being human and numbered among the people of 

such a God. 

Excursus on the Will of God 
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The Bible speaks frequently of the will of God in such a way as to show that just as there is a 

‗human will‘ as a person so there is a ‗will of God‘ as a person. Classical theologians of great 

repute (Augustine, Aquinas, Turretin, Strong, et al) warn us against carrying the parallel too far. 

Calvin makes the point at the very beginning of the Institutes, that to know one‘s genuine human 

self-will is to know something of the Creator in whose image we are made.
8
 He immediately 

follows with warnings against carrying the simile too far, because of the sin in our hearts which 

distorts the image and leads to warped opinion, ignorance and even malice.
9
 

It is apparent that freedom, or self-determination, in all wise, all holy, omniscient God has 

none of the strictures we must ascribe to ourselves, His finite creatures. Louis Berkhof discusses 

the will of God, as does this brief excursus, primarily ‗in relation to the faculty of self 

determination‘. Though the will of God necessarily exhibits His nature (being, essence), His will 

is the free expression of the person who ‗is Who He is‘. As others put it: 

We must hold that the will of God is the cause of all things; and that He acts by the will, 

and not, as some have supposed, by a necessity of His nature.
10 

I say that God wills himself necessarily … by an absolute necessity. He is the ultimate 

and the highest good. He is the ultimate end and highest good which cannot but will and 

love … for he cannot nil his own glory or deny himself. But other things he wills freely 

because, since no created thing is necessary with respect to God but contingent (as he 

could do without them), so he wills all things … (i.e. by the liberty not only of 

spontaneity, but also of indifference).
11 

The will of God is the ultimate cause of all things. To join God‘s will of this or that to His 

nature, without notice that God is a spirit who performs free acts of personal expression, leads to 

pantheism, not to the biblical God. Freedom is part of the law of His being. 

The many biblical terms employed for God‘s will presuppose God‘s permanent character 

(nature), yet represent a variety of meanings, rendering it necessary to distinguish a range of 

meanings to ‗the will of God‘. The three commonest of these words are employed in Ephesians 

1:5, 9 and 11. Verse 5, in KJV, speaks of ‗the good pleasure [eudokia] of his will‘ (thelēma); 

verse 9 repeats these words; while verse 11 has ‗the counsel [boulē] of his own will‘ (thelēma). 

Though there is some overlapping of meaning in general use, the core thought of each suggests 

an important distinction. The third, boulē (pronounced boo-lay), lays emphasis on God‘s will as 

purpose, plan, especially the decision of a divine consultation within the Godhead. The second, 

thelēma, is the more general term for what one wishes to happen. The first signifies what gives 

pleasure. So these terms distinguish God‘s will as sometimes (1) what He has planned (decrees, 

predestination, election, the course of history, including the permission of sin and evil); (2) what 

God wishes or prefers (righteousness, obedience, that none shall perish); and (3) what gives God 
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8 Calvin, Institutes I, 1–3. 
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pleasure (fulfillment of His moral government, the repentance of sinners). Since, however, the 

New Testament does not strictly observe these apparent distinctions, further refinement is called 

for. 

Classical theology has proposed the following. God‘s will in all its aspects is rightfully said 

to be both necessary and free. It is necessary in regard to Himself; that is, what He wills is true to 

who and what God is in Himself. However, ‗God‘s will is free with respect to creation. He did 

not have to make the world … Creation, preservation and salvation are free acts of God.‘
12

 Some 

distinguish between the decretive and preceptive will of God. The former refers to God‘s decrees 

or plan, by which from eternity He has determined all that shall come to pass, and the latter to 

rules for the life of moral beings. ‗The former is always accomplished while the latter is often 

disobeyed.‘
13

 This is to explain God‘s general call (invitation) to all people everywhere to repent 

and believe (which many reject), and the special call which, by Word and Spirit, brings some 

people to Christ. 

God‘s desire for ‗all people to be saved‘ may not be accompanied by His will to extend 

special influences to save them. These desires are meant by the phrase ‗revealed will‘ in the old 

theologians: His purposes to bestow special grace by the phrase, ‗secret will‘.
14

 

The secret will may also be said to refer to God‘s decrees, which are known only as He 

chooses to make them known to us. ‗The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the 

things that are revealed belong to us and to our children forever‘ (Deut. 29:29). This is the 

commonest and most important distinction. Everything God has not yet made known to us of the 

destiny of mankind and of things—His unrevealed counsels (Ps. 115:3; Dan. 4:17, 25, 32, 35; 

Rom. 8:18, 19; 11:33, 34; Eph. 1:5, 9, 11)—constitutes His secret will and is not accessible to us. 

However, the revealed will of God, that is His own word, ‗is very near you. It is in your mouth 

and in your heart, so that you can do it‘ (Deut. 30:14 cf. Rom. 10:5–10). It is mainly the same as 

the above preceptive will of God. 

The second group of attributes involved in the spiritual nature of God are life, activity and 

intelligence including purpose. 

4. Life 

Our God is the living God. The Bible is very explicit on this point. Perhaps the reader has 

noticed the rather frequent recurrence in Scripture of the phrase, ‗the living God‘. A few 

moments with a concordance will locate it in every section of the Bible from the Pentateuch—

where Israel is reported to have ‗heard the voice of the living God‘ speaking from Mount Horeb 

(Deut. 5:26)—to the book of Revelation, wherein a flying angel has ‗the seal of the living God‘, 

and God is said to be ‗him who is seated on the throne, who lives forever and ever‘ (Rev. 4:9). 

As one examines the texts, it becomes apparent that ‗the living God‘ is associated with all of 

God‘s attributes and works. These acquire new lustre from the association, while they in turn 

                                                           
12 M. E. Osterhaven, ‘Will of God’ in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 

1984, 1991), p. 1172. 

13 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1941, 1979), p. 11. 

14 A. H. Strong, Systematic Theology (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1907), p. 791. 
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reflect light upon the meaning of the phrase, ‗The Living God‘.
15

 One of these many texts (Jer. 

10:10, 11) explains why: ‗But the LORD is the true God; he is the living God and the everlasting 

King. At his wrath the earth quakes, and the nations cannot endure his indignation. Thus shall 

you say to them: ―The gods who did not make the heavens and the earth shall perish from the 

earth and from under the heavens.‖ ‘ God is angry with the nations because they have given 

worship to idols, idols supposedly indwelt by deities who, the prophecy goes on to say, are 

empty and vain, non-existent (vv. 14, 15). ‗[T]here is no breath in them‘ (v. 14). God the Creator, 

on the other hand (v. 12), continues to show Himself to be the living God by preserving the 

world that He created and by controlling it (His providence, v. 13). 

Scripture indicates clearly how important it is that Jehovah is ‗the living God‘ and why. 

(1) God is greatly to be feared, because except for the elect people of God, who were 

prepared for the event at Sinai, no other can even hear God‘s audible voice and live (Deut. 5:26). 

‗It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God‘ (Heb. 10:31). This, again, is in 

contrast to the idols of the heathen for whom the biblical believer should have nothing but 

contempt (Jer. 10:1–15 above). This must surely have been in Paul‘s mind when he wrote to the 

Thessalonians of how they ‗turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God‘ (1 Thess. 

1:9). As the living God, He will show Himself powerful on behalf of His people, if they obey 

Him. 

(2) Since He is the living God, His people may safely go on the offensive in pursuit of the 

goals of His kingdom: ‗the living God is among you and … he will without fail drive out from 

before you the Canaanites …‘ (Josh. 3:10; cf. 11–17). The living God also rescues His own from 

physical threats to their lives when His purpose and will are served thereby. To his great surprise, 

Nebuchadnezzar discovered this (Dan. 6, esp. vv. 25–27). The intrepid missionary preacher may 

safely pass by various promising exercises leading to fame and wealth, in favour of missionary 

life full of privations (1 Thess. 4:8) ‗because we have our hope set on the living God‘ who has 

given ‗promise for the present life and also for the life to come‘ (1 Tim. 4:8, 10). 

(3) God‘s eternal life is the ground of assurance of our future ‗resurrection of life‘ (John 

5:29), eternal life for His people. Jesus is the Mediator of that life of God to us, being Himself 

made after ‗the power of an indestructible life‘ (Heb. 7:16) ‗As the living Father sent me‘ (John 

6:57). Moreover, having life in Himself (John 14:6), He said, ‗Because I live, you also will live‘ 

(John 14:19). In heaven, where vision of His beatitude is plain, the ‗living creatures give glory 

and honour and thanks to him who is seated on the throne, who lives forever and ever‘ (Rev 4:9). 

5. Activity 

This idea is scarcely separable from the idea of life. It is nevertheless a distinct feature of the 

biblical God, who can act. The prophets of the Old Testament pour scorn on the gods of the 

heathen (idols) which never move unless their devotees move them. Elaborate ceremonies—

dressing, going to dinner, retiring for the night and similar—were conducted for the gods and 

goddesses of Mesopotamia. Their priests actually clothed, unclothed, fed and gave them such 

care. A recent lead article in The Biblical Archaeologist (now with a new name) describing in 

detail these fruitless processes would be hilariously funny if not so tragically unreal—utterly 

offensive to the God of Abraham, Issac and Jacob. 

                                                           
15 A. H. Strong, Philosophy and Religion (New York: A. C. Armstrong & Son, 1888), pp. 180–188. 
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People intuitively discern action or possible action as an integral aspect of life, even though 

much that moves (acts) is not alive. It is self-movement which is a sign of life. The flicker of an 

eyelid restores hope of life for an unconscious person not known to be dead or alive, even though 

the movement (falling) of a long-dead tree is precisely a sign of death. There are passages of 

Scripture which employ ‗dead‘ in the sense of absence of moving spirit (Jas. 2:26) and idols are 

said to be dead because they do nothing (Isa. 44:9–20; Jer. 10:1–11; see also Isa. 8:19). 

These passages lay emphasis on the divine efficacy—not just activity. God acts effectually. 

As we shall see, when He acts, He does so omnipotently. The infinitely great, eternal Spirit, 

whom Christians worship as the one, true and living God, is willing and able to work. He who 

planned the heavens and earth and created them now sustains and rules them. As He wills, He 

may step into the orderly process of nature with mighty miracles as He did when He raised up 

Christ from the dead. 

It is such a God as this whom the healthy heart seeks out in prayer and in other forms of 

worship declares: ‗How lovely is your dwelling place, O LORD of hosts! My soul longs, yes, 

faints for the courts of the LORD; my heart and flesh sing for joy to the living God‘ (Ps. 84:1, 2). 

God always has been an active being. Unitarianism, by depriving God of inner Trinitarian 

communion, would give Him nothing to do before creation and deism, by withdrawing God from 

His world, nothing since. In Christianity God is eternally the God who ‗has something to do‘. 

The triune God stood in no need of creating in order to have something to love. Before the world 

was there was in the Godhead no less to contemplate than after creation. Creation, providence 

and redemption were not dictated by necessity. The Trinity is the most rational of all doctrines, 

because only by it can God‘s eternal independence, as the living God who acts, be maintained. 

The alternative of a Unitarian doctrine of God proposes a desolate God who comes to limited 

blessedness only in creation of finite conscious life. In current ‗process theology‘ God has not 

even yet discovered what He is going to be. He is growing with the world and apparently limited 

to that. 

There are further practical benefits. I suggest two. (1) We are delivered from the 

hopelessness of human life in a world with only natural laws in control. The Maker of the laws 

of nature and of destiny is a person. People cannot in any absolute manner override or direct 

nature‘s caprices and their own destiny; but for His mercy‘s sake God can and did (at Calvary) 

and does so every day in response to prayers. (2) Moral living has sufficient motive. We are not 

just getting in harmony with ‗nature‘s laws‘ but we ‗serve the living and true God‘ (1 Thess. 1:9) 

who ‗will bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil‘ (Eccles. 

12:14). Also, one can revel in Jesus‘ comforting assurance that ‗whoever gives you a cup of 

water to drink because you belong to Christ will by no means lose his reward‘ (Mark 9:41). 

6. Intelligence 

This word means true perception of facts as they are (knowledge), genuine awareness of the 

meaning of those facts (understanding) and ability to put all those facts in proper relation 

(wisdom). This aspect of the divine Spirit whom Christians call God must be noted and 

explained to protect ourselves against ideas fatal to biblical faith. These ideas are mainly of two 

kinds. On the one hand there is the doctrine that the world has no personal centre, creator or 

control, called God, only a certain substance, an ‗it‘, in which inhere eternal ‗principles‘ or 

‗laws‘. In secularized Western lands, where Christianity has long held nominal allegiance of the 

majority, this doctrine usually appears in supposedly harmless guise. ‗It‘ is called ‗Nature‘, 
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‗Mother Nature‘ or ‗Mother Earth‘. In German idealistic philosophy of the late eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, God was homogenized with nature as ‗the Absolute‘. 

On the other hand, in pantheistic (all-is-God) religion, distinct knowledge of particular things 

is disparaged completely. Personal being is esteemed to be retrogression from the utter non-

particularity of ultimate reality. Inasmuch as particular knowledge is denial of this ultimate, it is 

affirmed (in Hinduism, Buddhism, Theosophy, Rosacrucianism) that a God who knows is closer 

to the Christian idea of Satan than of our LORD Jesus‘ holy Father. No pantheist can find the 

comfort of David‘s assuring words, ‗As a father shows compassion to his children, so the LORD 

shows compassion to those who fear him. For he knows our frame; he remembers that we are 

dust‘ (Ps. 103:13, 14). A Hindu can find some comfort from the ‗lesser‘ spirits and gods of his 

religion. In this respect Hinduism is polytheistic. 

The same is true of the cosmic evolutionism of Pierre Teihard de Chardin. He would 

transform the Christian doctrine of the personal, living, acting triune God into a cosmic 

mechanism wherein every life is organically hooked to every other living thing—all in motion 

toward an omega point, the consummation of the cosmic evolutionary process. This point he 

calls Christ. Life runs according to an anatomy of fixed laws. 

There is something similar in the panentheism of process theology. It‘s god is growing with 

the cosmos, scarcely distinguishable from it. One of the leading advocates in America, John B. 

Cobb, Jr, identifies Christ with the process of universal change. Though he claims to have 

constructed a synthesis of traditional orthodoxy and Modernism, he has conformed this theology 

to a congeries of current and discarded pantheisms. As Teihard, Cobb has joined his pantheism 

to evolutionism. 

C. S. Lewis has deftly removed the mask of modernity and of scholarship from the ancient 

delusion of pantheism and limns that contrast well: 

Pantheism certainly is … congenial to the modern mind; but the fact that a shoe slips on 

easily does not prove that it is a new shoe—much less that it will keep your feet dry … it 

is almost as old as we are. It may even be the most primitive of all religions … It is 

immemorial in India. The Greeks rose above it only at their peak, in the thought of Plato 

and Aristotle; their successors relapsed into the great Pantheistic system of the Stoics. 

Modern Europe escaped it only while she remained predominently Christian … 

Pantheism is in fact the permanent natural bent of the human mind … Pantheism … has 

only one really formidable opponent—namely Christianity … Yet, by a strange irony, 

each new relapse into this immemorial ‗religion‘ is hailed as the last word in novelty and 

emancipation.
16 

The human mind has an apparent universal impulse toward pantheism. 

‗Nature knows‘, or ‗Mother Nature‘ teaches the birds where to make their nests, are forms of 

statements utterly out of place in a Christian setting. For Christians, the personal Creator remains 

in personal support and government of the whole order of nature. Psalm 104 is instructive in this 

regard. The clouds, with shafts of light beaming through, are like garments and chambers for 

Him, since He makes them (vv. 1–3). The winds and lightnings are His messengers (vv. 3, 4). He 

holds earth steady (v. 5) and God covered the oceanic mountains with water (v. 6). The thunder 

is His voice (v. 7). Streams, springs, wild animals, plants and the like, are directly dependent on 

Him. Our daily cycle of life is God‘s order for us. Many of God‘s works are involved in this 

                                                           
16 C. S. Lewis, Miracles (New York: Macmillan, 1945), pp. 84, 85. 
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justly famous literary display of the personal Creator‘s personal involvement in all of material 

nature—for our benefit and ultimately for God‘s own glory. 

The present reason for citing these matters is that it is God‘s personal knowledge that insures 

nature‘s practicality, its success, its magnificent rhythms and cycles. This point is made by the 

anonymous Psalmist, himself: ‗O LORD, how manifold are your works‘, he says (Ps. 104:24a), 

and we think of ‗the living God‘ and of His activity noted earlier. Then the Psalm continues, ‗In 

wisdom have you made them all‘ (v. 24b). 

All the wisdom of the creatures of nature in their manifold life-processes, all operating to 

preserve the order of nature in what we have come to call ‗ecological balance‘, has been planted 

there by God. Nature ‗knows‘ nothing in the sense of rational knowledge. 

The tilled acres of the farm where Mrs Culver and I live has recently been turned into three 

pasture fields where thirteen of a distant neighbour‘s cows and their calves grow fat. Four days 

ago they escaped into the surrounding forest through a gate thoughtlessly left open by a turkey 

hunter and disappeared for two days. Then yesterday they reappeared in a nearer neighbour‘s 

‗new seeding‘ of alfalfa a mile from where they left the open gate. The owner of the animals and 

his son-in-law came and as savvy operators gently started the anxious mothers moving back 

toward the forest and the distant gate. They ‗remembered‘ each twist and turn through the 

gulches and ridges, even an abrupt 120 degree hillside turn, re-entering the pasture through the 

open gate that had enabled their wandering adventures two days before. There was no 

intellectual content in this bovine ‗knowledge‘ of ‗the way home‘, only some genetically derived 

instinct implanted not by impersonal nature but by the living God. In this way animals 

sometimes ‗know‘ what people ought to know, but do not: ‗The ox knows its owner, and the 

donkey its master‘s crib, but Israel does not know, my people do not understand‘ (Isa. 1:3). This 

is one of the ‗facts of nature‘ placed in contrast to the ignorance of Job and his friends by the 

LORD in the argument of the book of Job (Job 38–41). 

We often speak of birds or fish as if they were knowing subjects, as when we say the 

migratory salmon know how to return to the place of their hatching in order to lay and fertilize 

their own eggs. But this is anthropomorphism—transferring of human characteristics to 

subhuman. ‗The LORD by wisdom founded the earth; by understanding he established the 

heavens; by his knowledge the deeps broke open, and the clouds drop down the dew‘ (Prov. 

3:19, 20). 

God is characterized in Scripture as ‗a God of knowledge‘ (1 Sam. 1:3); His Spirit is ‗the 

Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel … the Spirit of knowledge‘ (Isa. 11:2). 

A person, when he impudently speaks of God‘s character and ways, without consulting what 

God has said about the subject first, is one who ‗darkens counsel by words without knowledge‘ 

(Job 38:2). God challenges: ‗Shall a faultfinder contend with the Almighty?‘ (Job 40:2). The end 

of Job‘s debate came when the free, living, acting, personal, knowing God simply overwhelmed 

him by His knowledge of nature and mankind‘s ignorance of it (Job 38–41). The only proper 

response was the one Job made—he repented in dust and ashes (Job 42:6). So it should be with 

today‘s scientists (Latin for ‗knowledgeists‘) who challenge God‘s rightful place in nature, 

beneath nature and above it. ‗Shall … the thing made … say of its maker, ―He did not make me‖; 

or the thing formed say of him who formed it, ―He has no understanding‖?‘ (Isa. 29:16). 

It is not in nature, however, that God‘s wisdom shall be most fully revealed. The church of 

Christ, the household of belief in the one true living God, is yet to be the scene of the 

manifestation of that wisdom, in spite of all her failures here below and in spite of all her 

detractors (Eph. 3:10, 11). 
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Earlier comments in this chapter on the will of God spoke of God‘s purpose and purposes as 

later chapters will speak of His plan (decree) for all creation. That the living God, who is a 

person, should have purpose in being alive is not a mere anthropomorphism. Yet as human 

beings we cannot think of God apart from His having plans deep in the center of His being. 

Living is not a mere anthropomorphism. Yet as human beings we cannot think of God apart from 

His having plans deep in the center of His being. We know in ourselves that life without purpose 

is life without meaning, even if we do not reflect on our goals or if we do not clearly formulate 

them. We have already taken notice of passages relating to God‘s eternal purposes. Isaiah speaks 

of God‘s ‗purpose that is purposed concerning the whole earth‘ and adds, ‗For the LORD of hosts 

has purposed, and who will annul it?‘ (Isa. 14:26, 27). Paul‘s most exalted prose reflects on 

God‘s attribute of purposiveness. 

Let us close this consideration of features of the spiritual nature of God with Paul‘s ecstatic 

exclamation: ‗God … created all things, so that through the church the manifold wisdom of God 

might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. This was 

according to the eternal purpose that he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord‘ (Eph. 3:9b–11). 

10 

The Unity of the Godhead 

‗[T]he LORD is God in heaven above and on the earth beneath; there is no other‘ 

(Deut. 4:39) 

One might suppose the trinity of the Godhead to be more difficult to explain than God‘s unity. 

Moreover, it is correct to say that the Trinity, like the two natures of Christ, posed a severe 

problem for the early Christians to formulate in a manner true to Scripture and at least amenable 

to reason even if not fully explicable. Yet such is not entirely correct. Wolfhart Pannenberg, for 

one, has delineated how the New Testament clearly represents God, the forever invisible, 

dwelling in inaccessible light (1 Tim. 6:16), made known by the Son who is visible in the flesh 

(Matt. 11:27), citing Luther‘s famous formulae, God is both deus revelatus (God revealed) and 

deus absconditus (God concealed, unknown). Even in Christ (says Luther) God is revealed as 

still concealed. In other words, God ‗whom no one has ever seen or can see‘ (1 Tim. 6:16) is still 

true God even though revealed in the life, words and work of Jesus. After all, Paul wrote these 

words long after the incarnation had occurred. Our problem is how are we to affirm God‘s 

essence as one possessed fully by each ‗person‘—Father, Son and Holy Spirit?
1
 

Christians have had difficulty explaining the oneness of their Trinitarian God to adamantly 

monotheistic Jews from the beginning, and forever afterward to Muslims. Pannenberg 

comments: 

                                                           
1 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology vol. i (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), chapter. 6, ‘The 

Unity and Attributes of God’. I have paraphrased Pannenberg. 
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The theology of the early church realized that the incomprehensibility of God applies to 

the essence and qualities of the living God and not merely to the statements of the 

doctrine of the Trinity.
2 

Christians then, as now, needed to affirm to themselves that their God is one, identical with the 

Jehovah of the Old Testament, even though in that divine essence there are three who possess the 

infinite essence entire without division. 

Interestingly, Eastern scholars—the three Cappadocians, Basil, and the two Gregories of 

Nyssa and Nazianzus—went to work seriously on the problem of the one and the three only after 

the First Ecumenical Council (AD 325) had spelled out the full deity of the Second Person. 

Though orthodox Trinitarians contended with unitarian Arianism for a long time, these three 

Fathers sought with acknowledged success to state the unity and the Trinity in a way true both to 

sound reason and the Scriptures. They were pressed to do so not only to clarify their orthodoxy 

to themselves but also to defend it from the Arians. Further, others were mounting seriously 

flawed explanations that they felt required to resist. The writings of one, Eunomius, Arian bishop 

of Cyzicus (d. 394), were the trigger for some of the most definitive works of the Cappadocians.
3
 

First, there was the lesser task of repudiating ‗the superstition of polytheism‘.
4
 

[T]he God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob was one God; and the God of the [more 

advanced] philosophers [of the day], rightly understood was one God. But was the God 

confessed as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit by Christians, both orthodox and heretical, still 

one God, and one in the same sense? It was the fundamental argument of the 

Cappadocian case for Nicene trinitarianism that authenic monotheism was the rejection 

of the many [of polytheism] for the sake of the One. The ground of that argument was 

formulated by Basil: ‗The terms ‗one‘ and ‗only‘ are predicated of God not to mark a 

distinction from the Son and the unreal gods falsely so called.
5 

As to the Trinity of Persons, the Cappadocians were the first to explain and defend at length that 

every attribute properly assigned by Scripture or sanctified reason to God was fully shared 

qualitatively and infinitely by the Son and the Spirit no less than the Father. This is an emphasis 

of their doctrine and ours today as believing, orthodox Christians, when we affirm the unity of 

God. I know of no historical resource more complete, learned and faithful to history, Scripture 

and orthodox theology than Pelikan‘s entire work Christianity and Classical Culture cited above. 

The scientific study of religions practised around the world has produced a large number of 

special terms helpful in any study of the subject. These terms are often employed in such a 

manner as to indicate stages in a supposed evolutionary development of religion. Such, however, 

is not necessarily the case, any more than a classification of forms of life, past and present, on 

this earth necessarily implies organic evolution. Any classification inevitably moves from 

simplicity to complexity or the reverse. Single-celled animals (or plants) may be at the lower end 

                                                           
2 ibid., p. 342. 

3 Somewhat later Augustine was working out the Christian repudiation of polytheism in his The Kingdom 

of God. 

4 Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius 3.2.94, cited by Pelikan (see footnote 5). 

5 Jaroslav Pelikan, Christianity and Classical Culture (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1993). p. 232. 
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of the scale of classification and vertebrate mammals at the other, but no organic development 

from one level of the scale to another is necessarily inherent in the scheme. Evolution may be in 

some scientists‘ scheme of classification, but not necessarily in the specimens classified. So it is 

with a scientific classification of religions. The informed Christian student of his own faith will 

be well advised to get acquainted with some of the special terms of formal discussion of religions 

and of ideas about God. 

Special Vocabulary of Study of Religions 

Several terms are employed to describe what is usually thought to be the lowest forms of 

religion. 

There are people who wear charms, amulets—objects to bring good luck to the bearer and to 

ward off bad luck. The belief prompting the practice is known as dynamism (from Greek 

dynamis, power). Some sort of non-material (spiritual is hardly the word), but impersonal, power 

is thought to pervade everything, but especially the material object worn. This form of belief 

may be held in common with other ideas about religion. 

Fetishism is a refinement of dynamism: a particular, powerful spirit is thought to inhabit 

some material object. Perhaps some beneficial incident seemed to take place in connection with a 

man-made object or some portable natural object. Afterward a man or his tribe adopts the object 

and venerates it, even carrying it along in migration or warfare. 

Animism is a belief in nature spirits—many of them. They are thought to inhabit streams, 

springs, trees, waterfalls, mountains and so on. The phenomena of nature are thought to be 

caused by them. 

Totemism is a system wherein a family, clan or tribe is grouped according to totems. Totems 

are usually animals to which the family, clan or tribe considers itself related by blood and which 

affect affairs of life, death and the hereafter. Totemism, as a form of worship, is very common 

among primitive peoples living close to nature. 

Taboo is a group prohibition placed on certain people, places and things, rendering them 

untouchable and sometimes even unmentionable, not even to be looked at. It is an 

accompaniment of dynamism. 

All of these beliefs exist, sometimes coexist, in very low levels of culture. 

Ancestor-worship is a self-explanatory feature of worship even among some cultivated 

peoples, eminently the Chinese. 

On a more ‗advanced‘ level of culture and presumably, therefore, one in which people are 

more reflective, there is a tendency ‗to universalize various types of phenomena and identify 

each with a particular deity such as a god of storms, another of harvest and another of 

procreation‘.
6
 We are familiar with this in the classical polytheism of Greeks and Romans and in 

the less-publicized, pre-literate worship of the nations of western and northern Europe. This form 

of worship of ‗many gods‘ is memorialized in several of the days of our week—Thor in 

Thursday, Wotan in Wednesday and in June (for Juno), January (for Janus), March (for Mars), 

and so on, among the months of the year. The Old Testament preserves fragments of ancient 

Near-Eastern polytheism in the names of several gods and goddesses (Baal, Hadad, Moloch, 

Ashtoreth, etc.). Scholars disagree as to whether these deities represent a breaking up of the 

                                                           
6 L. Harold DeWolf, A Theology of the Living Church (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1953), p. 89. 
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functions of nature from some more unified way of looking at things or the personification of the 

multifarious powers of nature. 

An invariable accompaniment of polytheism is idolatry, wherein an image of the god, 

thought to be the actual local seat of the god‘s person (these gods are human beings writ large), 

is worshiped. The idol and the god are identified in the worshiper‘s thought, however stupid that 

might appear to a man of Elijah‘s, Jeremiah‘s, Isaiah‘s or Paul‘s insights. 

The association between idol and its distinct god or goddess is thought to be permanent. No 

informed Israelite, on the contrary, supposed that the Philistines had captured Jehovah when the 

Philistines took away the ark of testimony, but when the idol Dagon fell off his pedestal in the 

presence of the ark, the Philistines ‗took Dagon and put him back in his place‘ (see 1 Sam. 5:1–

3). 

There are examples of monolatry wherein one of the many gods is chosen for a special place 

and afterward worshiped as sole practising deity. On a somewhat more sophisticated level there 

have been cases wherein a king would designate a certain single god as the only one worthy of 

worship, meanwhile regarding the other deities of the nation and its neighbours as real. The 

worship of the sun-god at Thebes at a certain stage of Egypt‘s history (fourteenth century BC) 

was this sort of henotheism (worship of only one god among many acknowledged to exist). 

Dualism regards matter and spirit (or mind) as each an eternally real principle and orders life 

in relation to these two principles. In such a case, matter is held to be evil, spirit good. Parseeism, 

the modern form of ancient Zoroastrianism, is a contemporary, overtly dualistic religion. 

Pantheism regards all that exists as manifestation of a single impersonal substance or 

principle. Hinduism, Buddhism and several cults of oriental origin—theosophy, Rosicrucianism 

and transcendental meditation—are pantheistic. Deism affirms the sole existence of one creator-

God, wholly transcendent, having no present relation with creation. It is often a phenomenon of 

advanced civilizations. There have been, however, few fully consistent deists. 

Monotheism is the worship of one Supreme Being, personal and ethical, transcendent above 

the world as creator, yet immanent in the world as its preserver and ruler. Judaism and Islam are, 

besides Christianity, the only historic monotheistic faiths. Theism is a form of monotheism. As 

understood by Christian writers, theism includes the idea that God is self-revealing as in miracles 

and prophecy and (in the case of Christian theism) in Jesus Christ our Lord. Usually, whether 

stated or not, Christian theism is the view of deity which the author employing the term ‗theism‘ 

thinks it means. 

Scholars inclined toward naturalistic interpretations of all faiths like to find examples of all 

these forms of religion in the growth of Israel‘s religion. They draw no distinction, for example, 

between Rachel‘s evident reverence for the portable family idols and Israel‘s use of the portable 

Ark of the Covenant, or between Nebuchadnezzar‘s evident henotheism and Abram‘s worship of 

the Most High God. Whatever may be said for the low level of perception of true worship among 

the Hebrews when God first delivered them from the pagan atmosphere of Ur and Haran (see 

Josh. 24:2), the revealed faith, that worship which the Bible from beginning to end inculcates, is 

monotheism and theism. It must be acknowledged, that far from manifesting any ‗genius for 

religion‘, as some Jewish writers like to say, the Hebrews certainly were tardy in understanding 

their own religion. The history and prophecy of their Scriptures painfully relate this sad story. It 

was consummated at the rejection of their Messiah. 

It remains to be added that outside of Christianity and Judaism, and to a lesser degree Islam, 

peoples of the world have generally been aware of no inconsistency in holding several religious 

views at the same time. Polytheists, for example, may also be animists and fetish-worshipers in 
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addition to their idolatry, the twin of polytheism everywhere. Polytheism, idolatry and animism 

flourish in Hindu pantheism. 

Why Believe in One God? 

In chapter 2, some of the reasons why people do believe in God were introduced, but little was 

said about why we should believe in only one God, even though monotheism was the assumption 

upon which we proceeded. It must be admitted, however, that approaching the subject from a 

rational standpoint, more must be said before those evidences point unmistakably toward the 

monotheistic ideal of all Christians. 

1. It is interesting that antiquity provides many examples of monotheistic conceptions, if not 

of monotheistic faith. One of the pharaohs of Egypt led his people temporarily as far as 

henotheism when he proclaimed and enforced the worship of the sun-god alone. Theos, the 

commonest abstract Greek word for God, appears often in the singular number among the later 

Greek writers. Several philosophers expressed theoretical (hardly religious) ideas close to 

monotheism: Xenophanes, Heraclitus, Anaxagoras, in addition to Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. 

After Alexander (fourth century BC) the Greek civilizing influence grew strong everywhere and 

the Roman Empire brought stability. The upper classes of literate people were particularly 

exposed to the new conditions. Among them, faith in the polytheistic deities declined. Many 

people pondered the possibility of one single, personal, creator-God. All the rational proofs 

available to us were available to them also. The Greeks and Romans pondered them. It is true 

that, ‗In the historic development of religion there is a tendency for thought to move in the 

direction of monotheism … It is no accident that as a religious people increase in knowledge, in 

powers of discipline, in systematic thought and depth of cultural experience they tend to move 

toward monotheism.‘
7
 Is not this fact in itself strong evidence for the sole existence of one 

creator-God, Lord of history? Consider the unlikelihood of the contrary development of history. 

The growth of civilization, education and mental culture toward a climax in polytheism or 

animism is very unlikely and, as far as I know, without historical precedent. 

2. The coherence of the material universe into a single system of cause and effect suggests 

rather forcefully that there is a single all-wise, all-powerful, everywhere-present, personal power 

behind it. The more science probes the minute and infinitesimally small, the more it appears that 

all matter and energy are aspects of a cosmic system. The same system of causes and effects 

seems to prevail in the farthest reaches of space. We, then, live truly in a universe not a 

‗pluriverse‘ or ‗multiverse‘. People can rationally formulate laws of cause and effect which are 

valid everywhere. This makes it more reasonable to believe in one ‗prime mover‘ or ‗first cause‘ 

rather than several. 

3. The coherence of all authentic abstract truths in a single system is further evidence that 

the God of creation is one. These abstract data exist quite apart from the people who discover 

them. In the small business houses of all China, people figure the bills of customers on a frame 

of parallel spokes on which wooden rings are moved, called an abacus. The nearby grocery has 

replaced the mechanical cash register with a computerized machine. Our paint merchant uses a 

hand-held electric calculator. My mother uses pencilled figures on paper to add up her bills. (I let 

my wife figure them out!) The data and results of all mathematics, however, (4 multiplied by 3; 

10 plus 2; 20 minus 8; 72 divided by 6: all yield the number 12) are invariable and universal. 
                                                           
7 ibid., pp. 89, 91. 
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The same is true of formal logic as taught in the schools of philosophy, whether the classical 

system of Aristotle‘s or modern symbolic logic. These are true laws of reality. They can be 

discovered and formulated but never invented. Deduction and induction are nothing but aspects 

of one all-inclusive system of abstract truth. Abstract truth underlying or accompanying all other 

truths is a universal network, existing in perfection. This system sets bounds and binds us all. 

There is no rational existence as mankind without submitting to it. We call people crazy who do 

not. If this system of universal abstract truth is attributable to the mind(s) that created us, not to 

the rational discoverers of it, is it not rational, within the system of rational truth, to attribute it to 

One rather than to many? 

4. Another argument is an extension of the anthropological or moral argument for the 

existence of God: there is a system of ethical ideals, adherence to which is necessary for any sort 

of order in any community, from a simple partnership to a civilized world order. Loyalty to 

ideals and to legitimate human leaders is necessary to civil order; honesty, to the flow of trade; 

truthfulness, equally necessary to science or business; discipline of children, to family, school, 

civil commonweal. The Old Testament Decalogue, though given by God at Sinai, is a kind of 

moral consensus, necessary to ‗the greatest happiness for the greatest number‘. Generally 

speaking, except perhaps for the prohibition of images in worship, the Ten Commandments are 

praised around the whole world. There is, indeed, beneath the multiplicity of rules concerning 

social life (sumptuary laws) and rules of custom (consuetudinary laws) a single system of moral 

law. These ideal norms are objective and real, even though stated in different ways. The ‗Golden 

Rule‘ of Jesus, for example, can also be found in the teachings of several moral philosophers 

(Confucius, Socrates, Buddha, Santayana) of widely separated epochs and places. Does not this 

single, universal, accepted standard of human behavior argue forcefully for a single moral Mind, 

rather than several, for its cause? 

5. There is also a certain logic from the nature of religious devotion which impels toward the 

conviction that God is one. We are told in the Bible, of course, that we must love the LORD our 

God with the whole of our being. The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob allows no competitors. 

He is a ‗jealous God‘. Let us turn this fact upside-down. Thoughtful, cultivated worshipers of 

deity, in any religion, are apt to assume that their god desires single-minded, whole-souled 

worship. They tend to become devotees of a single deity, even while appeasing competing 

deities. Schleiermacher (1768–1834), a most influential theologian, insisted that religious 

experience has an inner logic which, when developed, impels toward faith in a single divine 

Being. In this respect, he seems to have been right. There is, in this way, an argument from the 

very nature of religious devotion for a single object of worship. 

The teaching of Scripture is on a totally different level. The sole existence of one, authentic, 

creator-God is assumed from the opening statement, ‗In the beginning God created the heavens 

and the earth‘ to the claim of the last chapter, ‗I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the 

last, the beginning and the end.‘ Let us see how the biblical evidence stands, what it means, and 

what the consequences for our thinking and action are. 

Evolution Toward Monotheism in the Bible? 

Someone, however, wants to know if there is not to be discerned in the Bible a beginning in low 

forms of religion and a subsequent evolution toward monotheism, triumphant at last. Is there not 

even evidence that some of the heroes and heroines of the early narratives, such as Abraham and 

Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Rachel, Moses and his family, and others, practiced lower 
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forms of religion such as animism and fetishism? Did they not really slowly move from 

acknowledgment of the existence of lesser gods, that is, polytheism, through henotheism to the 

true monotheism of the great prophets of Israel? 

An affirmative answer to this question, it is said, is found in many features of the Old 

Testament. Abraham‘s attraction to the oaks of Mamre as a place to live implies belief that 

favourable spirits dwelt in those trees (animism), we are told. Isaac‘s well-known interest in 

certain springs and wells is evidence of the same. When Jacob returned to the environs of Bethel 

where his grandfather had spent some time, and rested his head on a stone for a pillow, he 

demonstrated an animism or even fetishism which believes in the good influence of the spirits in 

portable objects. The story of angels descending and ascending, though told in good 

monotheistic framework, is said to rest upon the animism and fetishism of Jacob‘s time. 

When ‗the Lord … sought to put him [Moses] to death‘ at an inn in the desert (Exod. 4:24–

26) on account of the neglect of circumcision of his son, Jehovah, Himself, is said to behave like 

a demon of the wilderness, showing the superstition of the time and low views of God. The Ark 

of the Covenant—just a gold-cased wooden box—is evidence of fetish-like beliefs. In addition, 

the many references to the object of Abraham‘s worship, as well as of his later progeny, as ‗the 

Most High God‘, imply acknowledgment of lesser deities. The language of the historical sections 

of the Old Testament, we are assured, in no wise denies the existence of the gods of fertility and 

of weather (Baal, Moloch, Hadad and the like) of Israel‘s neighbours. It only marks their 

rejection by Israel‘s best leaders as proper objects of Israel‘s devotion, we are told. Much of what 

goes for Old Testament theology and the history of Israel in current liberal literature follows this 

line of thinking—of which a leading example is Gerhard von Rad‘s Old Testament Theology. 

In response, several things can be said to relieve the Bible-reader from acceptance of any 

such inferences as these. First of all, the claims rest on no straightforward declarations of the 

Bible. That is to say, the Bible teaches none of these things. They are all inferences drawn from a 

so-called history of Israel reconstructed upon evolutionary principles and literary analysis of the 

nineteenth-century type. Both the historical reconstruction and the literary analysis are now 

somewhat out of style and have been rendered doubtful by twentieth-century findings of 

archaeology. Yet recent ‗liberal‘ scholars seem to have dropped few of the types of pejorative 

estimates of Old Testament religion just cited. A representative ‗modernist‘ writer speaks of the 

‗intermittent monotheism‘ of the earlier writers while insisting on a final triumph of 

monotheism.
8
 

That many of the Israelites were more henotheistic than monotheistic may readily be granted. 

We know that some of Abram‘s ancestral family practised polytheism, as did many of the 

children of Israel during their sojourn in Egypt (Josh. 24:3). We cannot explore Abram‘s mind, 

but God‘s self-revelation as Almighty God (Gen. 17:2) and Abram‘s assurance that his God was 

‗Judge of all the earth‘ (Gen. 18:25) are quite inconsistent with henotheism. Furthermore, ‗the 

Most High God‘ of Melchizedek and of Abram (Gen. 14:18, 19) was ‗Possessor of heaven and 

earth‘. Thus, the alleged henotheism turns out on examination of the actual text of scripture to be 

full-blown ethical theism, or monotheism. 

The inferences about Abram‘s trees, Jacob‘s stone pillow, the ark of Testimony and such like 

are not necessary inferences, but tendentious assertions resting on the slender evidence of higher-

critical orthodoxy, not sound history and literary study. This orthodoxy shoots its bullet into the 

                                                           
8 ibid., p. 94. 



 
171 

barn door, then draws circles around the hole made by their projectile and proclaims: ‗Bull‘s 

Eye‘! 

It may be freely acknowledged that many of the good people of Old Testament times 

partially misunderstood their own religion. Apostasy to idols and polytheism, as is plain to be 

read, was a constant threat. Certain elements of the Israelite population were drawn to occult 

practices and raw heathenism (2 Kings 17:6–23; cf. Deut. 18:9–14). It was for their backslidings 

that the two Israelite nations came to an end. Nevertheless, in no case does the Scripture for a 

moment even hint that the God of its pages is less than personal Creator, Sustainer, Governor and 

moral Judge of all the earth and heaven. 

Direct Biblical Affirmations of Monotheism 

The statements of this doctrine, as with most Bible truths, are generally in connection with some 

command or duty, the doctrine furnishing the motive power for obedience. 

Never mind that some of the strongest statements of all, from Deuteronomy, are said by the 

reigning liberal orthodoxy to come from the late kingdom epoch rather than the Mosaic. There is 

no doubt that on the Bible‘s own ground the first testimonies in the literary order of the Bible are 

also the earliest. Only by rejecting the Bible‘s own testimony to Moses‘ monotheism can an 

Amos have been the inventor of Old Testament monotheism, or, as some say, if not Amos, an 

anonymous prophet in the time of the Babylonian exile, author of Second Isaiah (Isa. 40–66). 

Observe that these early statements from Deuteronomy constitute a full, vigorous, 

uncompromising affirmation of the substantial unity of the Godhead. They have never been 

superseded. 

In Deuteronomy Moses reminded Israel that God showed to them the miracles of deliverance 

from Egypt and the theophany at Sinai, ‗that you might know that the LORD is God; there is no 

other besides him‘ (Deut. 4:35). These words were spoken in the context of Moses‘ dying 

exhortation to unswerving loyalty to Jehovah and to His revealed faith. Moses went on to say: 

‗Hear [Hebrew shema‗, hence, the Shema‗], O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. You 

shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might‘ 

(Deut. 6:4, 5). There is only one God, hence all worshipful love anywhere by anyone is due Him. 

The theology of the poetical books of the Old Testament is profoundly and exclusively an 

ethical monotheism. Occasional reference to other deities (as for example, ‗Who is like thee 

among the gods?‘) must be interpreted in view of the uniform monotheism. We should 

understand them as referring to alleged gods, as did Elijah, who, while ridiculing the non-god 

Baal, spoke of him in taunting the Baalish prophets as though existent (1 Kings 18:17–29, esp. v. 

27). 

The prophets of the Old Testament, Isaiah in particular, had a striking way of asserting the 

sole existence of the God of Israel. With their assertions, they provided proofs derived from His 

knowledge of the future and power to communicate it to His servants, the prophets. Let us note 

some powerful examples. 

‗Thus says the LORD, the King of Israel and his Redeemer, the LORD of hosts: ―I am the first 

and I am the last; besides me there is no god. Who is like me? Let him proclaim it.‖ (Isa. 44:6, 

7). Verse 6 makes fulfillment of prophetic predictions a solid proof of God‘s sole existence as 

LORD of time. Is He not ‗the Father of Eternity‘ (Isa. 9:6 ASV marg.)? The passage continues this 

theme through 45:1–6. In it, the coming of the Persian King Cyrus, 150 years later, in fulfillment 

of Isaiah‘s predictions of him, is said to prove ‗I am the LORD, and there is no other, besides me 
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there is no God; I equip you [Cyrus], though you do not know me, that people [on earth] may 

know, from the rising of the sun and from the west, that there is none besides me; I am the LORD, 

and there is no other‘ (Isa. 45:5, 6). The ethical teaching (i.e. duty) is to believe God‘s prophetic 

messengers and their message of Jehovah‘s sole existence as God. 

Mark 12:28–34 tells how Jesus employed the Shema‗ (Deut. 6:4) to instruct a somewhat 

hypocritical, but inquiring, scribe in the duty of undivided love for God. In John 5:44, Jesus 

refers to deity as ‗the only God‘ and in His high priestly prayer as ‗the only true God‘ (John 

17:3). In the former case, Jesus is teaching the importance of seeking God‘s approval rather than 

man‘s and in the latter Jesus asserts the high privilege of true Christian worship. 

Four citations from Paul display much of the religious and moral meaning of the sole 

existence of one God. Since God is ‗one God‘, there is only one way of salvation for all classes 

of people (Rom. 3:19, 30). Since there is only one God, the idols of the heathen are bogus deities 

(1 Cor. 8:4, 5). In an oft-recited benediction Paul invokes ‗the only God‘ (1 Tim. 1:17) as the 

only source of human happiness and as the end of all praise and honour. He employs the same 

doctrine to appeal for steadfastness in Christian duties (1 Tim. 6:16). 

James cites the ‗one God‘ as worthy of faith (James 2:19) and Jude 4 speaks of denial of the 

same as most reprehensible. 

These are only a few selected texts that speak specifically to the point. The whole Bible 

breaths the atmosphere of worship and love for that ‗blessed and only Sovereign, the King of 

kings and Lord of lords, who alone has immortality, who dwells in unapproachable light, whom 

no one has ever seen or can see. To him be honour and eternal dominion. Amen‘ (1 Tim. 6:15, 

16). 

Let us guard against several common misunderstandings of the biblical statements. 

(1) God is one, not in the sense of a generic name, as equus for all horses or homo for all 

members of the human race. 

(2) Nor do the biblical declarations of the essential unity of God mean that there is merely a 

moral or intellectual agreement of entities in one. 

(3) Nor does the affirmation mean unity in the sense of union. Certain Trinitarian expositors 

of the Shema‗ have seemed to err in this direction. The affirmation univocally designates 

singularity. There is numerically one indivisible, undistributed, living God. It is God‘s inherent 

nature to be one. 

(4) The doctrine of biblical monotheism (as previously suggested) does not exclude the 

possibility that certain other objects of human discourse, real or supposed, may be ‗called gods‘. 

Idols worshipped as gods are called gods in the Bible and the supposed, but unreal, unseen 

deities of polytheism are also called gods (see 1 Cor. 8:4, 5). If we understand Paul correctly, 

even though the supposed divine objects of the Greek-Roman Pantheon have never existed, there 

are certain divinely created, but fallen, corrupt, evil, unseen spirits, called demons, who 

sometimes appropriate the service offered to idols by corrupt worship. In chapter 8 of 1 

Corinthians Paul specifically brands the gods and lords of heathenism as being quite as unreal as 

their idol effigies. Yet, he enlarges on the subject in chapter 10 by saying, ‗Consider the people 

of Israel: are not those who eat the sacrifices participants in the altar? What do I imply then? 

That food offered to idols is anything, or that an idol is anything? No, I imply that what pagans 

sacrifice they offer to demons and not to God. I do not want you to be participants with demons. 

You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons‘ (1 Cor. 10:18–21). In this text the 

apostle dearly distinguishes between malevolent spirits, i.e. daimonioi (demons) and theoi 
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(gods). The pagan thinks he worships gods but they really are not in that class where only One 

exists. Created evil spirits do exist and may be associated with the pagan idols. 

(5) The doctrine of monotheism does not forbid the possibility of more than one person in the 

Godhead, for Jesus Himself affirmed, ‗I and the Father are one‘ (John 10:30). How this can be 

true will be treated more at length in the chapter, ‗The Triunity of the Godhead‘. 

Biblical Proofs of Monotheism 

The Bible has its own methods of proof of this teaching. As we have seen, certain events were 

employed at the time of the Exodus to establish Israel in monotheism and to insure their 

perseverance in worship of only one God throughout the future. 

First, there were the mighty works of God, properly called miracles, associated with Israel‘s 

deliverance from Egypt. Moses was to identify himself and also to verify (certify) himself as a 

true messenger of the God of Abraham, of Isaac and of Jacob by three remarkable signs 

(miracles). These are mentioned specifically in Exodus 4:1–9: the changing of his inert rod into a 

serpent; the changing of Moses‘ normal hand to a white leprous one, at his will, and the reversal 

of the same back to normal again; and the taking of water from the Nile which, as Moses poured 

it on the dry ground, became blood. Verses 28–31 tell how Moses, ably seconded by his brother 

Aaron, performed the miracles, with the result that ‗the people believed‘. Later a series of even 

greater miracles, which we call the ten plagues, convinced Israel even more deeply and made a 

similar impression even on the magicians of Egypt (see Exod. 8:19). The stubbornness of 

Pharaoh was God‘s way of rendering necessary all the miracles and in doing so strengthened 

conviction among the Israelites (Exod. 14:30, 31). This unique method was God‘s way of 

certifying the messengers who announced the truth of the sole existence of the God of Israel. In 

this case, God authenticated Himself as sole God by the inauthenticity of all the gods of Egypt. 

Moses and Aaron also relied on prediction and its fulfillment to authenticate themselves and 

their message. We have already noted this in connection with biblical testimony to monotheism 

in an earlier chapter. Each of the miracles called the ten plagues involved prediction and 

fulfillment in the near future. Even the Son of God, Second Person of the triune God, employed 

these proofs.
9
 

Religious Values of Monotheism 

There are many religious values derived specifically out of monotheism. Believers are delivered 

from the frustration of not knowing whom to try to please, as in all non-monotheist systems. As 

the clear biblical truth is blurred or perverted in Christendom, the confusion returns. We now 

notice this confusion in current efforts to placate the demi gods of occultism. An over emphasis 

on the personality and alleged powers of Satan and his minions has produced superstitious fears 

even among some uninformed orthodox Christians. They come to fear the strange, the dimly 

lighted and the weird as though the only omnipotent God were not in control of mankind and 

nature. ‗They sacrificed to demons that were no gods, to gods they had never known, to new 

                                                           
9 Note His response to John’s questions about ‘he that should come’, Matt. 11:2–5; cf. Isa 35:5, 6; 61:1. 

See further Peter’s reliance on these proofs, in Jesus’ case, Acts 2:22–40 and the Mosaic basis of this 

method of certification (Deut. 13:1 to end; 18:9–22 and compare 1 Kings 18:36–39). 
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gods that had come recently, whom your fathers had never dreaded. You were unmindful of the 

Rock that bore you, and you forgot the God who gave you birth‘ (Deut. 32:17, 18). The worship-

like veneration that multitudes of modern, secularized, de-Christianized people pay to science, 

government, ‗the environment‘ and even to education is a servitude to new gods. Some, having 

abandoned belief in their fathers‘ God, pay their offerings in taxes to support the bloated budgets 

of contemporary civil government on its several levels. 

The Bible assures us that there is a single God for the entire human race. Therefore, even 

though there may be a ‗chosen people‘, God‘s ultimate goal is a blessing of ‗all the nations‘ 

(Gen. 12:1–4). The sinner in Russia or Albania is quite as loved by God as the sinner in Britain, 

the Netherlands or Canada. The doctrine of racial equality before God rests in part on this ethical 

monotheism no less than on the image of the one, true God that every child of Adam bears. 

The principle of the uniformity of nature, which makes true science possible, rests upon the 

same truth. It is no accident that the age of science (not to neglect scientific achievements 

elsewhere) had its origin and greatest development in Christian lands. Though theoretical 

scientists, as a group, do not seem especially prone to devotion, and lamentably have their share 

of aggressive, self-proclaimed atheists, denial of the existence of the one God of Christian theism 

is by no means universal among competent scientists. 

11 

The Greatness of the Godhead 

‗Great is our God above all gods‘ (2 Chr. 2:5 KJV) 

The Swedish hymn, ‗How Great Thou Art‘, translated by Stuart K. Kline and popularized by 

George Beverly Shea, finds an answering chord in most Christian believers. However, God is 

great in ways that far outstrip worlds, stars, thunder and power ‗throughout the universe 

displayed‘ of which the hymn speaks. 

The historic creeds have distilled the Scripture statements and in timeless words have 

captured the greatness of God that even the hymns do not match. One of them speaks of God as 

‗a Spirit infinite, eternal and unchangeable in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, 

goodness and truth‘.
1
 These are cool, abstract words of logical analysis. That is something we 

must all develop some appreciation for, if our understanding of God‘s greatness is to go as deep 

as in our better moments we wish. 

Nothing is of greater importance to sound faith and life than understanding of several of 

God‘s attributes of greatness. It is not enough to have a feeling for God or even a love for Him. 

We need an intellectual apprehension of His characteristics—attributes as they are usually called. 

Israel of old was impressed by God‘s power. They trembled at God‘s thundering, trumpet-like 

voice and His fire at Sinai. But after a few months of camping on the spot, in a mass act of 

apostasy hard for us to understand after generations of inherited Trinitarian monotheism, they 

                                                           
1 Westminster, The Shorter Catechism, Q. 4, ‘What is God?’ 
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made an image of God which looked like a calf; then they worshiped it. The problem was they 

simply did not understand who God is or what He is like. 

God‘s greatness stretches the thinking both of gifted poets (Ps. 8) and of learned theologians 

(Anselm‘s Proslogion). As we come to know more of what God is like we will be able to serve 

Him better.
2
 

We shall only touch the hem of the outskirts of His garment in this short chapter: God‘s self-

existence (aseity), His eternity, immensity, omnipresence, omniscience, omnipotence and His 

incomprehensibility. 

Self-existence of God (or Aseity) 

God is the ground of His own existence. His only necessity is the necessity of His own being. It 

is God‘s nature to be. Nothing else we can observe or rationally conceive of exists apart from 

some chain of causes. The more we learn of mankind, the crowning excellency on earth of God‘s 

creative art, the more we are made aware of the frailty of our dependent being. All beings, 

heavenly and earthly, except God Himself, both the first and the final cause, are dependent 

beings. An endless succession of causes for the world is unacceptable to the human mind. Like 

the Psalmist, our heart and flesh cry out for the living God. 

Scripture Statements 

In the statements ‗I AM WHO I AM‘ (Exod. 3:14) and ‗my name the LORD‘ (Exod. 6:3) YHWH, 

or Jehovah, the name which Jews will not speak, is God‘s self-affirmation. The Hebrew word—

in what scholars presume to have been an early form—for ‗I am‘ is ʾehweh. Changed to third 

person singular masculine, the same word (in an assumed archaic form of Hebrew) becomes 

Yahweh: ‗he is‘ or ‗he will be‘. Ancient Hebrew writing was spelled without vowels. Hence, 

modern scholars sometimes refer to this name simply as the ‗quadriliteral‘ (four letters, YHWH). 

The word translated ‗I am‘ is not meant merely to connect the two parts of a nominal sentence 

(as in, ‗Mary is a girl‘), but is a statement about existence. In his book on this subject (The 

Trinity I.1, 2), Augustine said that God alone is the one of whom it can be unequivocally and 

unconditionally said, ‗He is‘. ‗[T]he Father has life in himself‘ (John 5:26). He is ‗the fountain of 

living waters‘ (Jer. 2:13), ‗the fountain of life; in your light do we see light‘ (Ps. 36:9). 

The Practical Benefits 

Believers are assured that they truly have an eternal life. ‗[W]hoever hears my word‘, we read, 

‗and believes him who sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgment, but has passed 

from death [our condition by nature] to life [our condition in Christ] … For as the Father has life 

in himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in himself‘ (John 5:24, 26). God‘s being is 

the ground of our being. His power to create and sustain being ensures the stability of the world. 

It is His will to preserve it: ‗While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, 

summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease‘ (Gen. 8:22). The garish threats of extinction 

                                                           
2 At the end of this chapter there is a discussion of some additional terms and ideas which help us talk 

about His greatness. 



 
176 

proposed in the pages of the Sunday newspapers may safely be ignored, as also some of the less 

rational predictions of the environmentalists. 

Eternity of God 

To speak of eternity necessarily involves the concept of time, a concept no one in the history 

either of philosophy or theology has defined in a manner fully satisfactory even to himself. Even 

Augustine almost gave up on the task, writing: ‗What, then, is time? If no one asks me, I know; 

if I wish to explain to one who asks, I do not know. Nevertheless, I confidently affirm that I 

know that if nothing passed away, there would not be past time; and if nothing were coming, 

there would not be a future time; and if nothing were, there would not be present time.‘
3
 For 

purposes of present discussion, our minds can settle for the idea of duration. There is a certain 

arbitrariness about this approach, for the past no longer exists, as such, and the present strictly is 

only a ‗line‘ through which duration passes to become the future, which as yet does not exist. 

Since God deals with the world He has relation with time, yet He cannot be measured by 

time, since He has no beginning or ending and is Himself the cause of other existent things 

which have duration. Thus it can be said that time is real because it is in God. Another way of 

speaking of God‘s relation to time is, that He is above time. It does not seem quite correct to say 

He lives in an eternal now, as we do occasionally read, for the past and future are present in 

God‘s mind as truly as the present. As just noted above, there is a sense in which ‗now‘ is never 

anything more than a point or line which the future passes in becoming past time. Hence God 

lives in eternity, not in a line separating past from future. There is logical succession in God‘s 

thoughts, but no chronological succession; since, however, creation does now exist in succession 

of events, God sees them and knows them. Time is therefore as real for God as it is for us. 

To illustrate: when the neighbouring village deploys the annual Pioneer Day‘s parade, the 

various vehicles, clowns, horsemen, floats and so on may extend for a mile among the streets and 

highways below Magelson‘s Bluff. From a stand at the centre of town (the only traffic signal), 

when half the train of parade has passed by, I may see the horsemen before me and a bit more 

coming on and a bit more already passed by. In a manner of speaking I see ‗the present‘ part of 

the parade. If, however, someone else, say, the town safety commissioner, were to take his stand 

on the water tower high on the bluff overlooking the town, he could see the whole parade from 

before the beginning, the whole length of it, and beyond the end, the last passing vehicle. God‘s 

relation to time may be said to be like the view from the height. 

Human beings may live above time, in a measure. By reflecting on remembered things, we 

are able to ‗live in the past‘ and by projecting present tendencies, causes, movements and the 

like, we can ‗live in the future‘. ‗Believers‘ are by the very definition of that word ‗past oriented‘ 

as regards redemption and ‗future oriented‘ as regards the consummation. Our religion as 

evangelical Christian believers, therefore, will be attacked by some, as being hopelessly detached 

from present problems into delusions about the future life, and by others as too conservative, 

mindlessly mired in the past. They are right to say of themselves they are anchored safely in 

present reality because of being adequately related both to the past and the future and therefore 

free to engage the present vigorously. 

                                                           
3 Herman Bavinck, The Doctrine of God, trans. Wm. Hendriksen (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1977), p. 

154. 
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Scripture Statements 

‗Before … ever thou hadst formed the earth and the world, even from everlasting to everlasting 

thou art God‘ (Ps. 90:2 KJV). The LORD describes Himself as ‗the One who is high and lifted up 

[transcendent], who inhabits eternity‘ (Isa. 57:15). Christ is the one by whom God ‗made the 

ages‘ (Heb. 1:2, Greek) and God is ‗the King of ages‘ (1 Tim. 1:17).
4
 

Practical Benefits 

God is as youthful and strong today as when Abel was born. ‗[Y]our years will have no end‘. 

‗[Y]ou are the same‘. There is a place of quiet rest, near to the heart of God precisely because 

‗The eternal God is your dwelling place, and underneath are the everlasting arms‘ (Deut. 33:27; 

see also Ps. 102:1–13; Heb. 1:5–12). 

Swift to its close ebbs out life‘s little day, 
Earth‘s joys grow dim, its glories pass away; 
Change and decay in all around I see— 
O thou who changest not, abide with me. 

Skeptical poets have sought to deal with their anxiety in a world without an eternal God in 

charge. Long ago this freshman‘s heart trembled, even though attracted, by Percy Byshe 

Shelley‘s pensive short poem: 

Unfathomable Sea! whose waves are years, 
Ocean of Time, whose waters of deep woe 
Are brackish with the salt of human tears! 
Thou shoreless flood, which in thine ebb and flow 
Claspest the limits of mortality, 
And sick of prey, yet howling on for more, 
Vomitests thy wrecks on its inhospitable shore; 
Treacherous in calm, terrible in storm 
Who shall put forth on thee, Unfathomable sea?

5 

Immensity of God 

God‘s nature is not extended in space; He is without spatial dimension and yet in Him all things 

consist, being Himself the Creator of space. It will readily be seen that as ‗eternity‘ designates 

God‘s infinity in relation to time, ‗immensity‘ is God‘s infinity in relation to space (this is how it 

is treated here, at least). This agrees with the dictum of the Roman Catholic theology of Ludwig 

Ott, ‗Immensity or spacelessness connotes the negation of spatial limitation; omnipresence 

expresses the relation of God to real space. Immeasurability [emphasis added] is a negative 

                                                           
4 See also Gen. 21:33; Deut. 33:27; Ps. 102:12; Isa. 41:4; Rom. 1:20; 1 Cor. 2:7; Rev. 1:8; 4:10. 

5 Percy Bysshe Shelley, 1821; 1824. 
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attribute; omnipresence is a positive and relative one.‘
6
 Further, as in the case of time, God 

having created space has relation to it. 

Scripture Statements 

Solomon prays, ‗But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest heaven 

cannot contain you; how much less this house that I have built!‘ (1 Kings 8:27). Was Solomon 

thinking of Genesis 1:1? We do not know, but it is clear that Paul put ‗things present‘ and ‗things 

to come‘ (aspects of time) along with ‗height‘ and ‗depth‘ (aspects of space) among the creatures 

of God (Rom. 8:38, 39). 

Omnipresence, omnipotence and omniscience are aspects of God‘s immensity too, even 

though the outline here presents them co-ordinately with it. No division of the attributes can fully 

separate them one from another logically, and certainly not metaphysically or substantially. 

Omnipresence of God 

‗God‘, a famous Baptist theologian once wrote, ‗in the totality of his essence, without diffusion 

or expansion, multiplication or diffusion, penetrates the universe in all its parts‘.
7
 We have 

already met this idea, less critically defined, under the immanence of God. The idea is hard to 

grasp because the mind finds difficulty in conceiving of ideas without images, either material 

(God looks like my grandfather) or represented by an imagined figure (like lined structural 

designs on drafting paper). Even though God is pure spirit, children and naive adults almost 

necessarily think of God in corporeal images. When as a small child I first read in the Bible, 

‗God created man in his own image‘ (Gen. 1:27 KJV), it never occurred to me to doubt that God 

looks something like my father. ‗It must be said … that it is better for children and the unlearned 

to think of God corporeally rather than to think of Him as unreal. Yet it is remarkable with what 

steadfastness the main stream of Christian thought has kept within the bounds of spiritual 

conceptions‘ (DeWolf, Theology of the Living Church, p. 98). Bodies are bound to locality in 

space. We do not know if spirits are transpatial or not, i.e. whether or not they have spatial 

relations. Primitive belief has always thought so. ‗How many angels can stand on the head of a 

pin?‘ the famous scholastic inquiry, was not really frivolous. Angels evidently are not trans-

spatial (Dan. 10:12, 13). But God‘s Spirit is not so bound. 

Theologians have always found God‘s omnipresence, though widely witnessed to in the 

Bible, hard to formulate as a doctrine. They tend to both affirm and correct one another‘s 

statements on the subject. Some refinements supplied by writers old and new follow, first 

Wolfhart Pannenberg: 

[W]here as God‘s eternity means that all things are always present to him, the stress in his 

omnipresence is that he is present to all things at the place of their existence. God‘s 

presence fills heaven and earth (Jer. 23:24) … The presence of God that fills all things 

does not mean that we are to think of the divine essence as extended across the whole 

                                                           
6 Ludwig Ott, Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma, L. trans. P. Lynch (Rockford, IL: TAN Books and Publ., 

1974), p. 37. 

7 A. H. Strong, Systematic Theology, p. 279. 
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world … if God had had extension he would necessarily exist as a body … He is present 

to his creatures by his eternal power and deity, and his presence, unlike that of a body 

does not exclude the simultaneous presence of other things in the same place.
8 

Karl Barth, not atypically, thinks everyone else has it wrong and that omnipresence does not 

belong to God‘s infinity but to the attribute of love and freedom. He promises to give God‘s 

‗unity and omnipresence‘ a more biblical and therefore Christian basis than it had in the early 

church, the Middle Ages and Protestant orthodoxy.
9
 He ends fifty pages later having discussed 

God‘s simplicity, faithfulness, and so on, but leaving omnipresence more mysterious—to this 

reader at least—than before.
10

 

In Lutheran-Calvinist polemics, the topic of divine omnipresence becomes lodged in the 

manner of the presence of the body and blood of Christ ‗in‘ and ‗with‘ the ‗sacrament‘ and has 

never yet been dislodged. 

John T. McNeill observes ‗a systematically presented list of divine attributes … 

characteristic of both medieval theologians and Reformed orthodoxy, is notably absent from 

Calvin.‘
11

 

Ludwig Ott states: ‗The first monograph on the substantial presence of God in the whole 

world and in all the parts thereof and on the indwelling of God in the just, was written by St. 

Augustine in his, Liber de praesentia Dei ad Davidanum (Ep.[istle] 187).‘
12

 

Scripture Statements 

‗Where shall I go from your Spirit?‘ inquired the Psalmist, ‗Or where shall I flee from your 

presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there!… If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in 

the uttermost parts of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold 

me‘ (Ps. 139:7–10). This is the divine omnipresence from the viewpoint of a godly believer 

endowed with a delightfully vigorous poetic imagination. Another passage presents the 

mysterious doctrine from the divine point of view: ‗Am I a God at hand, declares the LORD, and 

not a God afar off? Can a man hide himself in secret places so that I cannot see him? declares the 

LORD‘ (Jer. 23:23, 24). This is the immensity of God stated in relation to the created, material 

universe—God fills it. 

Christians must be on guard not to think of God‘s omnipresence in any material, tangible 

sense whatsoever. A youthful ‗hippie‘ known to me, converted to Christ at a charismatic retreat, 

thought the rising mists of early morning must be ‗the presence of the Holy Spirit‘. The young 

woman later learned better. As to His essential being, it is false and fatal to any true religious 

spirituality to think of God as materially sensible in any manner whatsoever. All sorts of crass 

forms of mysticism grow in the soil of material conceptions of God‘s omnipresence. A college 

                                                           
8 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, vol. i, pp. 410, 411. 

9 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics II, Part I (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1936) p. 466. 

10 ibid., p. 490. 

11 Calvin, Institutes, Westminster Ed. of 1960, note #1, I, 120. 

12 Ludwig Ott, Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma, p. 38. 
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chapel speaker, later a well-known novelist (the late Eugenia Price), even spoke of feeling God 

in her bath water! Another mystical enthusiast knew the Spirit was in a meeting because, he said, 

he felt the pressure of His power under his fifth rib! Right? Left? Counting from the top? 

Bottom?
13

 

Practical Benefits 

The presence of God is beneficial for devotion—we can never be in any place where God is not 

present to hear our prayer and ready to receive our worship (Ps. 139:7–10). It is also beneficial 

for assurance—we can never be physically or geographically beyond God‘s help, for He is 

present whether in a prison (as with Joseph, Gen. 39, 40), in a den of lions (as with Daniel, Dan. 

6) or in the emperor‘s presence (as with Nehemiah, Neh. 1). According to Psalm 107, God is 

present to help when lost in the desert (4–9), when in prison (10–16), when on a sickbed (17–22) 

and when in storms at sea (24–30). The presence of God is also beneficial as warning against 

disobedience to God and attempted flight from Him, both to the believer (the book of Jonah, esp. 

1:1–3) and to the unbeliever (Amos 9:1–4). 

A Problem 

How can an omnipresent God be said to dwell in heaven (Matt. 6:9; 1 Kings 8:30) and to come 

(travel?) to earth from heaven (Gen. 11:5)? The Bible writers saw no contradiction. Compare 1 

Kings 8:30 with 8:27. The particular notion in most of such texts is God‘s manifestation, not the 

spatial location of His Spirit. He is permanently manifest in a special way in heaven, hence is 

said to dwell there. He also, as He chooses, specially manifests Himself on earth at various times 

and places, hence he is said to come to those places. Even the Tabernacle in the wilderness and 

the first temple (built by King Solomon) are said to be God‘s mishkan, dwelling (house). His 

shekinah, dwelling (presence) was there also. His actions in providence and miracles are 

represented to human minds in this manner. 

Omniscience of God 

This term designates God‘s cognitive awareness. He has perfect, immediate, knowledge of all 

events and things, whether actual or conditional upon the acts of ‗free‘ beings; whether the 

events or things are only possible or actual; and whether they are past, present or future. 

Inasmuch as the scriptural statements are overwhelming in detail, let us give them full 

opportunity to speak. God has perfect knowledge: ‗no creature is hidden from his sight, but all 

are naked and exposed [laid bare, RSV] to the eyes of him to whom we must give account‘ (Heb. 

4:13). Also, ‗the eyes of the LORD run to and fro throughout the whole earth, to give strong 

support to those whose heart is blameless toward him‘ (2 Chron. 16:9). God‘s knowledge is 

immediate awareness, not based on experience, deductions or inductions of fact or truth. His 

                                                           
13 See also Acts 17:27, 28: Isa. 57:15. 
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knowledge is not acquired knowledge, for God‘s knowledge of all things is eternal, present 

always in His mind.
14

 

God has knowledge of all time: past and future (Isa. 46:9–11). Does God know therefore 

conditional events of the future, even events dependent on the future acts of ‗free beings‘? 

Modern liberal writers of theology quite uniformly deny this, e.g. 

The knowledge of God … must be limited by His own nature and purpose … if He has 

put a check on His power to give man freedom of will, then He must have limited 

somewhat His knowledge of the future … If God knows now every choice any man will 

ever make, then every choice is already determined and freedom is a delusion … if men 

have any margin of free will whatever, then God‘s foreknowledge of some of their 

choices must be a knowledge of probabilities, not of certainities.
15 

This author is saying that God purposely limited His knowledge of the future by creating agents 

who have ‗freedom of the will‘: that complete knowledge of the future by God would destroy 

freedom of the will. 

But this seems contrary to the view which the same author takes of ‗the super-temporal 

eternity of God‘ (p. 102) and it is certainly contrary to the plain truth of the Scriptures. Old 

Testament prophecy of the career of Christ specified many details utterly conditional upon the 

future acts of yet unborn people. All predictive prophecy, of any meaningful sort, depends upon 

God‘s detailed foreknowledge. Precisely for this reason, modernist or ‗liberal‘ theologians quite 

uniformly deny the possibility of detailed prediction of the future in the Bible. The result has 

been a revolution against historical, orthodox faith in the trustworthiness of the testimony of the 

Bible itself as to the date and authorship of every portion which predicts identifiable events such 

as the destruction of Jerusalem (586 BC) or the desecration of the temple (165 BC). Therefore, 

there is now for such scholars a Second Isaiah (chaps. 40–66), composed after and during the 

exile, and a second century BC date for Daniel. However, Peter says that Christ was ‗delivered up 

[crucified] according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God‘ (Acts 2:23) and Jesus was 

able to show His disciples His whole career predicted in the Old Testament (Luke 24:25–27, 44–

47). 

There is a story in 1 Samuel of how God made known the ideal, contingent future, e.g. He 

answered a ‗what if‘ question about an event that never really occurred (see 1 Sam. 23:12 and 

context). Even events which people attribute to chance are said to be known because they are 

under God‘s control (Prov. 16:33, RSV). Such knowledge is ‗wonderful‘ (Ps. 139:6), deep and 

incomprehensible (Rom. 11:33) to the truly devout. It is eminently wise as well (Ps. 104:24; Eph. 

3:10). Denial that God has certain knowledge of the contingent future is too much of a 

concession to make to a prejudice against predestination. 

Free will and predestination present a great mystery, but true Christian piety should not deny 

anything God reveals about either of them. 

It seems every so many generations of scholars must go over the well-canvassed objections 

to God‘s prescience of events of the future conditional upon the choices and acts of free personal 

                                                           
14 In detail: of material creation (see Ps. 147:4; Job 28:24; Ps. 139:15); animate creatures (Matt. 10:29); 

men and their deeds (Ps. 33:13–15); human thoughts (Acts 15:8; even before we think them, Ps. 139:2); 

small details of our lives (Jer. 1:15; Ps. 139:1–4; and many more). 

15 L. Harold DeWolf, A Theology of the Living Church (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1953), p. 109. 
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beings. At present, under the rather ambiguous guise of ‗the openness of God‘, (openness to 

what?) it is being fiercely debated in several theological journals and promises to go on for some 

time. 

Over the generations, the argument of those who deny God‘s foreknowledge of events 

conditional upon the future acts of free beings goes about as follows. It is agreed God foreknows 

all things which are objects of knowledge. Excluded from the number of such objects are those 

events that depend on the ‗unpredictable‘ choices and acts of free beings such as men and angels. 

It is contended that God limited His sovereign control of the course of the future in the act of 

creating the human race and angels. Hence, He can be surprised by developments. I shall not 

here attempt to record the present on-going debate. It bears some relation to the debate between 

Arminian-Wesleyan theology and Calvinist theology, but Wesleyan theologians usually do not 

demur on the assertion that God knows the future in detail, although they do not relate the divine 

foreknowledge to divine decrees in the same way Calvinists do. 

Jesuit theologians of the Roman Church (notably Luis DeMolina, 1535–1600) developed a 

doctrine of ‗middle knowledge‘—an area of divine knowledge dependent upon His 

foreknowledge of the acts and decisions of free creatures rather than upon His decree. The 

purpose of the Jesuits was to defend the Semi-Pelagian teaching (later Socinian, and Wesleyan) 

that election is based on foreseen faith. Middle knowledge was rejected by theologians of the 

Dominican order, notably refuted by Cornelius Jansen (1585–1638), and Jansenist successors to 

the controversy. 

In Scripture God has no ‗middle knowledge‘. There is no created thing hidden ‗from the 

sight‘ of Him with whom we have to do, ‗but all [things past or future] are naked and exposed to 

the eyes of him to whom we must give account‘ (Heb. 4:13). Francis Turretin furnishes a 

discussion of the middle knowledge theory.
16

 

Theologians as diverse as A. H. Strong (Baptist) and Ludwig Ott (Roman Catholic) remain 

convinced that God knows the future, and that the divine decree precedes the knowledge, but 

regard the mode or medium as unexplained and inexplicable.
17

 

Let us be reminded that although the ‗faculty of volition‘—the power to choose—is present 

in us all, our freedom in the exercise of it in loving obedience to the will of God has now been 

greatly damaged by the fact that we are all now sinners; we are ‗children of disobedience‘, and 

that without exception. Furthermore, the biblical doctrine of divine decrees (i.e. God‘s 

sovereignty over all history) has important bearing on this subject.
18

 

Two related groups of theologians have attacked the doctrine of divine omniscience in the 

recent past. The earlier calls itself process theology. These theologians have been influenced not 

only by the liberalism that has devalued orthodox doctrines and scriptural authority but also by a 

vigorous philosophy known as panentheism. Panentheism maintains that God exists but not 

previous to or apart from the universe. He is not its Creator but exists contemporarily as a ‗pole‘ 

                                                           
16 Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology vol i, trans. G. M. Geger (Phillipsburg, NJ: PR Publishing, 

reprint 1992), pp. 212–218. See also articles on ‘Luis DeMolina’ and ‘Jansenius and Jansenism’ in the 

Catholic Encyclopedia. 

17 A. H. Strong, Systematic Theology (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1907), pp. 284–286. Ott, op. cit., pp. 

40–43. 

18 See chapter 16, ‘God’s Eternal Plan for The Heavens and The Earth’. 



 
183 

exterior to it and also within all the universe, which is God‘s other ‗pole‘. Though God is 

ubiquitous in the universe, He is neither omnipotent nor omniscient, for, like the world, God 

Himself is evolving, in process, hence the name, ‗process theology‘. As advocates acknowledge, 

those without ‗academic preparation‘—i.e. without twentieth century, non-biblically rooted 

‗philosophical theology‘—will ‗find it demanding‘ to understand what these theologians mean.
19

 

Though these theologians employ many Christian categories of thought (e.g. incarnation,
20

 body 

of Christ
21

) and the language traditional to Christian discourse, they claim as much affinity with 

atheistic existentialism
22

 and even pagan religion
23

 as with orthodox Christian theology. 

Philosophically, the ancient roots of this system lie in the pre-Socratic Greek philosophers whose 

world, including their gods, was evolving forever in the void with no superintending wise and 

powerful supervision. This theology builds mainly on the work of Alfred N. Whitehead (1861–

1947), a mathematician turned logician and philosopher, and to a lesser extent the thought of 

Bertrand Russell (1872–1970). Whitehead, incorporating relativity theory, postulated that the 

stuff that we experience in our sensorium consists of point-events in space-time. These occur and 

exist independently of our perceiving them. The occurrences he calls occasions. Over and above 

them, there exists a world of essences or eternal objects—not unlike the ‗pole‘ outside the 

universe which the process theologians call God. These eternal objects collide (intersect) with 

one another in any given occasion or actual event and thus produce this rather than that or those. 

From this matrix of reality proceeds all that is. Process theologians buy into as much of this as 

suits their scheme of a somewhat Christian-sounding scheme of religious philosophy. 

I have presented this perhaps over-simple summary of process theology and its roots to 

suggest strongly it is quite inconsistent with the unmistakable biblical doctrine of divine 

omniscience. Process theology has no personal centre such as the triune God who might know, 

much less predestinate or plan anything. Yet from within evangelical circles have emerged 

several academicians who borrow as much ‗process theology‘ as they think can be brought ‗into 

sync‘ with an orthodox doctrine of God. But this god of process theology is a greatly diminished 

Lord, a diminutive shadow of the Lord God Omnipotent, ‗pavilioned in splendour and girded 

with praise‘ of true Christian worship and biblical story. The God of the Bible declares the end 

from the beginning, both because He planned it that way and because He has power to bring it to 

conclusion just as He planned it: and therefore knows all about it, down to the minutest detail. 

John Wesley and his authentic interpreters have had great reservations about the doctrine of 

individual personal election to salvation, but this has not impaired or diminished their 

proclamation of an orthodox doctrine of divine omniscience. Richard Watson, first and still 

major interpreter of Wesley, in my judgment, supported God‘s knowledge of the future 

(prescience) as included in His omniscience. In fact, in responding to the detractors of God‘s 

                                                           
19 John B. Cobb, Jr, and David Ray Griffin, Process Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1976), p. 

10. 

20 ibid., p. 22. 

21 ibid., p. 107. 

22 ibid., pp. 89, 80–82. 

23 ibid., p. 62. 
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perfect foreknowledge of the day (1823), Watson anticipated the current detractors (process 

theology, and ‗openness of God‘ advocates). After presenting the plain biblical ‗proofs‘ of 

omniscience from Scripture, he says it has ‗unquestionably the authority of the Holy 

Scriptures‘.
24

 He proceeds at length (about 8,500 words) to meet the objections, especially 

objections to God‘s perfect foreknowledge of future events conditional upon uncoerced choices 

made by ‗free‘ beings. 

Omnipotence of God 

The word omnipotent means, having all power. A sonorous biblical synonym is ‗Almighty‘ 

(Greek, pantokrator), appearing nine times in the New Testament, usually in an eschatological 

context of the final Judgment (eight of the nine occurrences are in Revelation). In the Old 

Testament (KJV) it is a translation of Shaddai, a name of God appearing often in the earliest parts 

of the Old Testament (see Exod. 6:3; cf. Gen. 17:1; 35:11; 48:3). The theological doctrine is 

simply that God is able to do all things that are objects of power and that He is able to do so 

without diminution of His infinite strength. In a later part of this book not only God‘s power but 

also His wisdom in His decrees and works of creation, preservation and providence come in for 

treatment. 

We say that God is able to do all things that are ‗objects of power‘, inasmuch as such things 

as the multiplication table, the law of non-contradiction and such other abstractions are not 

objects amenable to or commensurate with power. Power has nothing to do with them. 

Legislators and kings neither originated them nor control them. God created the world in 

harmony with His own reasonable nature. A world where there were several contradictory 

multiplication tables would not be ‗heaven and earth‘ but hell—not universe, but chaos. A 

theologian‘s professional joke runs: ‗If ever you should meet an angel who tells you 3 + 4=8, he 

will certainly have soot on his wings!‘ Per contra, in my files is a pastor‘s Christmas letter in 

which he asserts that the Trinity is an example of God‘s ability to break mathematical laws, 

because He is both one and three! 

A better theology affirms that God is not three in the same respect He is one. Further, God 

exercises His power according to His own will. He never acts in power apart from wisdom. God 

is not the servant of His own unlimited energy. A scriptural way of saying this is, ‗he cannot 

deny himself‘ (2 Tim. 2:13). Therefore God ‗cannot be tempted with evil‘ (James 1:13) and He 

‗cannot lie‘ (Titus 1:2, KJV). 

Scripture Statements 

Jesus said, ‗with God all things are possible‘ (Matt. 19:26, see the context and note the contrast 

in meaning with the similar saying, ‗Anything can happen‘). Texts are numerous which trace 

everything, both specifically and in general, to God‘s creative, sustaining and governing power 

(Gen. 17:1; 18:14; Jer. 32:17; Job 42:1, 2; Isa. 40:28; Eph. 1:11; Rev. 19:6). (Other texts speak 

more specifically, among them are Gen. 1:1–3; Isa. 44:22; Heb. 1:3; 2 Cor. 4:6; Eph. 1:19; 3:20; 

Matt. 3:9; Rom. 4:17.) 
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Practical Benefits 

If God hears prayers, He is able to answer, ‗our God whom we serve is able … and he will‘ 

(Dan. 3:17). If we are sent to be evangelists, there is power available to secure results, as God 

pleases, ‗Who then can be saved?.… With God all things are possible‘ (Matt. 19:25, 26). Should 

the course of the world seem perverse and threatening, God has power to change it if He wills; 

He has power to judge and replace it with a better one, as He certainly will! Things will be 

looking up in due time (Rev. 11:17–18; 19:6). This doctrine is a deep well from which to draw 

abundance of comfort. 

Some theological teachers introduce the perfection of God as an attribute, at some stage in 

the treatment of His greatness. There is something commendable about this, for perfection, in the 

sense of completeness (where nothing is lacking which ought to be), pertains to all His attributes 

of greatness. It seems better therefore to some other writers to consider perfection simply as a 

feature of all the attributes of greatness. It is true that the Father is said by Jesus to be perfect 

(Matt. 5:48). God‘s gifts (James 1:17), His work (Deut. 3:24), His ways (Ps. 18:30), His law (Ps. 

19:7), His will (Rom. 12:2), His knowledge (Job 37:16) and similar, are said in Scripture to be 

perfect. We shall follow the lead of the writers who prefer to discuss God‘s perfection later, as a 

feature of God‘s moral nature and in connection with attributes of goodness such as love, 

holiness and truth. 

Incomprehensibility of God 

This somewhat misleading term indicates simply that no one except the triune God fully 

comprehends God. People should not find this difficult to accept, for we do not quite understand 

ourselves or our fellows. ‗[T]he heart of kings is unsearchable‘ (Prov. 25:3). This, however, is 

not because either kings or lesser people are impossible to comprehend. Rather we do not fully 

understand because we lack opportunity completely to observe. We cannot fully comprehend 

God because we are finite, whether in the sinlessness of Eden or in the presence of angels in 

heaven. Hence, we cannot now, and never shall, fully understand all that an infinite God is and 

does. 

Scriptural Statements 

Perhaps nothing will impress the student more than to place David‘s poetic statement that 

follows along with that magnificent expression of St Paul which David‘s statement inspired. 

Psalm 36:5–6 states, ‗Your steadfast love, O LORD, extends to the heavens, your faithfulness to 

the clouds. Your righteousness is like the mountains of God; your judgments are like the great 

deep.‘ Paul says: ‗Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How 

unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways‘ (Rom. 11:33, cf. 34–35). God‘s 

mercy, faithfulness, righteousness and His judgments, David says in the foregoing imaginative 

language, exceed human comprehension. Paul, in the above quotation, adds God‘s wisdom, 

knowledge and ways. Every aspect (attribute) of the nature of our infinite God exceeds our 

limited comprehension as even Job‘s ‗comforters‘ understood: ‗who does great things and 

unsearchable, marvellous things without number‘ (Eliphaz, Job 5:9); ‗Can you find out the deep 

things of God? Can you find out the limit of the Almighty‘ (Zophar, Job 11:7). 
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Practical Benefits 

Each of the texts quoted above represents saintly folk‘s worshipful wonder at the surpassing 

greatness of God. These things do not inspire long speeches, rather stumbling words of 

repentance and silence, as illustrated by Job‘s excellent example (Job 38–40). They also lend 

great support to two admirable human impulses and enterprises—artistic expression and the 

pursuit of knowledge. No painter will ever exhaust the beauty of God‘s own workmanship; nor 

will any oratorio attain the heights and depths of the LORD God Omnipotent whom the composer 

seeks to praise. As for learning—the researches of the academic disciplines—as one of Job‘s 

‗friends‘ declared, we will never know more than the outskirts of His ways. There will always be 

immensely more to challenge the researcher. 

An Additional Glossary 

Precise, special terms help us understand truths of great depth. The student of God‘s truth who 

masters some of the terms of the doctrine of God greatly benefits. Whether we try to present 

God‘s greatness in the simplest way or try for comprehensive depth, we cannot seem to dispense 

with some abstract terms such as eternal, absolute, transcendent, immanent, timeless, above time 

and time-space. We seem unable to speak exactly about God‘s greatness without them, even 

though none of them appears in the Bible and almost none in the great theological confessions. 

For that matter, very few of the names that theologians necessarily give to the characteristics 

(attributes) of God‘s greatness appear in Scripture. Yet it would be hard to get along without 

them, because they help us formulate answers to our own and others‘ questions. 

1. The Absolute Being of God 

The word absolute in common speech seems to mean ‗without qualification‘, and usually is part 

of a vigorous affirmation or denial. In pantheistic idealism the absolute is the all: the substratum 

of the universe of which all things particular are emanations. Sometimes ‗absolute‘ seems to 

designate ultimate authority, or court of final appeal, as when used of dictators, headmasters and 

supreme courts. As used of God, Christian theologians mean to say that God has independent 

existence, being utterly without need, without external sustenance or support or stimulation 

either to exist or to be happy. We know, for example, that God did not create the world in order 

to supply some need of His. God has always been the ‗blessed and only Sovereign‘ (1 Tim. 6:15) 

and ‗blessed forever‘ (Rom. 1:25). 

2. The Infinity of God 

This does not mean no known bounds (which would only be indefiniteness), but no bounds at all. 

His being is not limited by any other being or by what He has created. The idea is positive even 

though ‗infinite‘ (lit., no end) seems like a negative expression. This does not mean God can 

make a weight so heavy it cannot be lifted or create a world wherein 3 + 4 could equal 9 or 11. 

These and various other nonsense suggestions need not detain us. God, of course, may limit 

Himself, but that is a function of His boundless will. None of the attributes of God, being 

grounded in His infinite person, is willed by God, for they are aspects of who and what He is, not 

of what He does or where He is. They therefore are infinite also. Infinite does not mean quite the 
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same as ‗without qualification‘. To say, for example, that God‘s mercy is limitless does not mean 

that it is not qualified in some way. God‘s mercy will end for those sinners who never repent. 

3. Transcendence and Immanence of God 

These words have to do with God‘s relation to the whole of His creation. In all ages, among both 

Christians and others, some thinkers have stressed the distance that separates the world and 

mankind, as creatures, from the Creator. This distance is what is meant by transcendence, and it 

is clearly taught in Scripture. The distance is both physical and metaphysical (i.e. on a different 

level of being) as well as moral. This distance, however, can be stressed to such extremes, and 

with such persuasive force, that in the recent but now past heyday of Barth and Brunner (neo-

orthodoxy) an ‗infinite qualitative gulf‘ was widely accepted. In deism this becomes dogmatic 

assertion (God made the world, set it going and has withdrawn from it). In Christendom, this 

view is seldom thoroughly consistent. The so-called deists among the ‗founding Fathers‘ of 

eighteenth-century America believed in prayer and otherwise showed their theistic convictions. 

Moreover, God ‗crashes the barrier‘ once in a while even in neo-orthodox doctrine. 

Others have stressed immanence, the presence of God in the creation, i.e. His in-man-ence, 

from Latin words meaning to dwell in. This is also biblical truth. The tendency of many people 

to rely greatly on feelings in religious matters strengthens acceptance of the immanence of God, 

as much private devotion and public worship show. Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote: 

Still, still with Thee … 
Alone with Thee amid the mystic shadows— 
The solemn hush of nature newly born; 
Alone with Thee in breathless adoration, 
in the calm dew and freshness of the morn! 

In the excesses of Christian mysticism, and in all pantheistic religions (Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Parseeism) and in several sects now growing (theosophy, Rosicrucianism, several varieties of 

‗New-Ageism‘) this aspect of the immensity of the Godhead becomes exclusive of His 

transcendence and thereby fatally erroneous. The popular ‗prophet‘, Khalil Gibran, passes 

pantheistic mysticism to credulous public readers. Pantheism, discussed in an earlier chapter, 

affirms God‘s immanence but denies His transcendence. Deism does the reverse. 

4. Time and Space, Space-Time, and God 

We think of time as duration, succession of events, in some measurable way: of space as 

extension within the created universe. There are texts of Scripture (e.g. Ps. 90:1, 2; 1 Cor. 2:7) 

which tell us that God is greater than time. Does this mean that He has no temporal relations at 

all? Similarly, God is without extension in space. However, both ‗height and depth‘ are His 

creatures (Rom. 8:39), not His dimensions or extensions, and heaven cannot contain Him (1 

Kings 8:27). 

Does this mean that space is without meaning for God? Space and time are related together in 

recent scientific theory. Science also uses time as a fourth dimension analagous to the three 

dimensions of space. Does this do away with the validity of these dimensions? Of course not. 

Science has found the abstractions—space-time and time as fourth dimension—useful for 

formulating the behaviour of the universe into laws. These abstractions help solve problems of 

mechanics, as any one who ever tried to describe what it would be like to trace the ‗absolute‘ 
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trajectory of a tossed coin on a rising elevator knows, but they cannot be employed to deny the 

testimony of our senses. Our senses tell us that both space and time are quite real. Space-time 

and fourth dimension are useful abstractions. They are ludicrously false in the world of living 

people. To say, therefore, that God is eternal and that He is omnipresent in all creation are 

meaningful statements. Now that God has created a world of clocks and yardsticks, time and 

space are both meaningful. God even enters into relationships with them. 

12 

The Goodness of the Godhead 

‗Oh give thanks to the LORD, for he is good‘ (Ps. 107:1) ‗No one is good except 

God alone‘ (Mark 10:18) 

‗Moral‘ is a neutral word. Both sin and its opposite, righteousness, are moral concepts. Good and 

goodness also are moral concepts. ‗Good‘, however, has a much narrower field of reference than 

does ‗moral‘ and it is this narrow sense, later to be explained, which is the subject of the present 

chapter. This is not to deny that we shall be considering what are sometimes called ‗the moral 

attributes‘ of God. Yet it is the focused idea of goodness rather than morality, as such, that is 

under consideration. 

What is ‗the good‘—how shall we define it? Ethics is the division of philosophy that for 

2,500 years has sought to define ‗the good‘. For Socrates the good is the useful. For his disciple, 

Plato, the good is whatever on earth conforms to the eternal transcendent form (idea) of what 

ought to be. Aristotle, whose ethical thought seems to have been revived today, thought the 

actual, what is, is good. Augustine came close to welding Plato and Aristotle together by 

regarding good and being in God (the transcendent) as fundamentally identical. The mood of our 

times is to do away with the whole idea of good in favour of consensus or social utility, and such 

like, including eudemonism (or happiness), the greatest happiness to the greater number. James 

J. Fox was undoubtedly correct in saying: ‗Good is one of those primary ideas which cannot be 

defined.‘
1
 

Let us then employ an approach not to the Scriptures but from the Scriptures and with a 

common-sense understanding of the good. 

The book of Job opens by telling the reader that Job was a good man. Then it goes on to say 

that he had a family of ten children, and immense wealth in livestock, and adds that ‗this man 

was the greatest of all the people of the east‘ (Job 1:3). Ownership of 7,000 sheep, 3,000 camels, 

1,000 oxen, 500 ass-mares and employment of hundreds of servants made him great in people‘s 

eyes. What made him good? The fact that he ‗was blameless and upright, one who feared God 

and turned away from evil‘. This made him good in God‘s eyes (Job 1:1; cf. v. 8). There are 

other people who are great in wealth or intellectual power or fame but who are small in 

                                                           
1 James J. Fox, ‘Good’ in The Catholic Encyclopedia, vi, p. 636. 
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goodness, that is, in character and wisdom. In addition, some are little in fame, in ‗good‘ and 

physical power and also very bad people. 

Sometimes, good means about the same as perfection of character. So, when we say of a 

person that he is a good man, we intend to say that he has those traits of character that constitute 

what a man ought to be. In this sense, the Bible says that God is holy, ‗of purer eyes than to see 

evil‘ (Hab. 1:13). 

On the other hand, we may be thinking of God‘s good treatment of His creatures, that is, 

benevolent and beneficent, when we refer to God‘s goodness: ‗God is good to Israel‘ (Ps. 73:1); 

and, ‗Oh, taste and see that the LORD is good!‘ (Ps. 34:8). 

We are now interested in the goodness of God in both of these senses: (1) what He is as to 

inward goodness of character (immanent goodness), namely, holiness, truth and love; (2) what 

He is in manifestation of that good character (emanative, or transitive goodness), namely, 

righteous, faithful and merciful. 

This analysis and other similar ones are not very pleasing to most ‗modern‘ theologians. The 

headings and divisions are said to ‗lack religious value, and are contrary to the findings of 

modern psychology and religious experience‘. This judgment need not surprise us, for ‗modern 

theology is in disagreement with the theological method of the old theologians who describe the 

divine attributes on the basis of, and according to, Scripture‘ according to Pieper.
2
 We hope now 

to show that this way of teaching people about the good character of God and its manifestation 

among His creatures, however lacking in absolute precision and completeness, is according to 

the Bible. 

No classification or list of the divine attributes is fully satisfactory, for overlapping and 

repetition cannot be avoided. In so far as the terms are psychological in flavour, they have the 

same lack of precision characteristic of all human language which attempts psychological 

analysis. Yet the mind calls for ‗rhyme and reason‘ in the relationship of things. So, if we are 

going to discuss the features of good character at all, God‘s or any others‘, analysis is both 

helpful and necessary. The fact that the Bible makes numerous analytical statements about God‘s 

moral character would justify theological analysis. 

1. Holiness: God is Holy 

God‘s character is holy. Biblical testimony to His holiness is very extensive and is mainly in the 

Old Testament. In a unique sense, holiness is basic to every aspect of God‘s goodness. 

Therefore, we might expect it to be highlighted in the early portions of the Bible. 

At this point we interrupt development of the theme to take note of modern critical treatment 

of the ‗development of Israel‘s religion‘. 

W. Robertson Smith crystallized a century of Enlightenment thought about how ethical 

monotheism and its high view of the holiness of God and of His people, Israel, came to be. Smith 

did not find a place for a high concept of ethical holiness in Israel‘s history until the time of the 

writing prophets. After a quite correct statement of biblical holiness, he writes: ‗This conception 

of holiness goes back to the Hebrew prophets, especially to Isaiah.‘
3
 

                                                           
2 Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, i, (St. Louis: Concordia Publ., 1950), p. 435. 

3 W. Robertson Smith, The Religion of the Semites (Edinburgh: 1889; 3rd ed. New York: Ktav Publ., 1969), 

p. 132. 
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A generation later many of Smith‘s ideas as to what constitutes ‗The Idea of The Holy‘ were 

modified in a book of that title by Rudolph Otto. Both of these quite original works supplied 

useful information and Otto furnished a vocabulary (numinous, fascinans, tremendum, etc.) 

which now all writers of every school find useful. The notion that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 

Joseph and his brethren had no concept of holiness; that Moses, Miriam and Aaron, Joshua, 

Samuel, and David knew nothing of a high ethical holiness in connection with Jehovah and Israel 

has not even held the field among later critics. The idea is said to have been known from the 

Exodus onward in some recent critical discussion, though the pentateuchal legislation regarding 

holiness (the so-called Holiness Code, Lev. 17–26) is said likely to have been composed after the 

book of Ezekiel. R. H. Pfeiffer of Harvard spoke for Graf-Wellhausen criticism before his time, 

giving what is still the prevailing critical opinion: ‗While it seems certain to most critics that the 

compiler of H [Holiness Code in the Pentateuch] and Ezekiel wrote in the sixth century, they do 

not agree which one of the two is earlier.‘
4
 A year 2000 paper, Holy Fathers?: Holiness in the 

Era of the Patriarchs, read by William D. Barrick at the annual meeting of the Evangelical 

Theological Society, reported recent critical opinions. Barrick cites several. ‗[T]he notion of 

holiness, which from the Exodus onward is a basic characteristic of God and a major requirement 

for Israel, is entirely lacking in the patriarchal traditions.‘
5
 ‗[T]raits peculiar to patriarchal 

religion‘ include ‗the lack of the concepts of sin and judgment‘.
6
 Barrick acknowledges: ‗Prior to 

the book of Exodus … the … qdsh word group [holy, holiness, etc] is found only once in the 

early narratives. Indeed it is found only in the primeval history at Genesis 2:3. Then God blessed 

the seventh day and declared it holy.‘ 

It will be sufficient here to remark, first, these critical opinions are simple extensions of two 

secularist procedural opinions: (1) ethical concepts in early peoples developed in an evolutionary 

manner, and (2) Israel‘s religion developed in a manner parallel to the religion of other ancient 

peoples in their area. Taking Genesis at its face value as a genuinely Mosaic, truthful document, 

I remark, secondly, that though the words ‗holy‘ and ‗holiness‘ and synonyms do not appear 

often in Genesis, the idea of ethical holiness and its practical expression in righteousness saturate 

the book. Examples abound. Sin crouches at Cain‘s door and his sentence is punishment for guilt 

incurred (Gen. 4:7, 13). Stories of the Flood, destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, are wholly 

about the righteousness of people that is demanded by an ethically pure (holy) God. Holiness 

underlies Abraham‘s world-view in his questions: ‗Will you [God] indeed sweep away the 

righteous with the wicked?‘ (Gen. 18:23), and ‗Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is 

just?‘ (Gen. 18:25). Third, many New Testament references to godly people of the patriarchal 

age impute holiness to them. The aged Zacharias spoke of the ‗holy covenant‘ with Abraham 

(Luke 1:72, 73), as Psalm 105:42 does of ‗his holy promise‘, and Sarah is introduced as a ‗holy 

woman‘ (1 Pet. 3:5). Hence, we may assert that the New Testament assumes the patriarchs 

‗understood the concept of holiness‘ (Barrick, p. 2). 

                                                           
4 Robert H. Pfeiffer, Introduction to the Old Testament (New York: Harper & Bros., 1941), p. 242. 

5 R. W. L. Moberly, The Old Testament of the Old Testament (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), p. 99. 

6 Barrick cites Augustine Pagolu, The Religion of the Patriarchs, JSOTSS 277 (Sheffield, England: Sheffield 

Academic Press, n.d.), p. 23. 
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No one should dispute that in ‗the progress of dogma‘,
7
 there is rising clarity of vision of the 

idea of holiness in the Bible. Unless we wish to abandon or confuse the Bible‘s own evidence, 

we must begin study of the subject on the first page. 

The gods and other objects worshipped by the ancients were not holy in an ethical sense. We 

must agree with Rudolph Otto, who said of the worship of ‗spirits, magic, fairy tales‘ and the 

like: ‗Different as these things are, [they are] haunted by a common—and that a numinous 

element.‘
8
 The numinous, or supernatural, approximates one aspect of holiness, as we shall see. 

Though properly to be treated with respect, the gods of the ethnic pantheons behaved much as 

their human counterparts did. However, the same as people, they were rewarded or punished for 

breaking an implicitly assumed moral code. There was an awareness in their human worshipers 

of an ethical Power to which ‗the gods, whose dwelling is not with flesh‘ (Dan. 2:11) were as 

responsible as the flesh-and-blood people on earth. It seems apparent in the story of Abraham, 

Sarah and Abimelech, king of Gerar, that even the pagan king (who probably worshiped the god 

Dagon) was aware of a one ʾElohim before whom all three of them—Abram, Sarah and 

Abimelech—would appear in righteous judgment at a future time. So, though the supposed gods 

of ancient heathenism were as immoral as their worshipers, the idea of moral purity was 

understood, even though it was hardly the precise equivalent of biblical holiness. We forego to 

introduce the mountain of controversial critical literature created over the past two centuries 

relating to this subject. The articles by O. Procksh
9
 and William Ury

10
 are reliable introductions. 

To resume treatment of the holiness of God‘s character, we can state: in a unique sense, 

holiness is basic to everything about God, not merely one among many moral attributes of 

goodness. Not without reason did A. H. Strong frame and persuasively defend the proposition, 

Holiness is the fundamental attribute of God. We might well expect it to have been highlighted 

in the initial encounter of the great legislator and revelator Moses with God on the occasion of 

his call and commission to lay the groundwork of biblical revelation and revealed religion at the 

first appropriate occasion (Exod. 3:1–5). The same unrelieved glare of manifest holiness 

accompanies every subsequent, direct, personal encounter of divine and human in the Bible. 

Some of the pervasiveness of this truth is made plain by perusing the following. 

• God‘s person is holy: ‗for the LORD our God is holy!‘ (Ps. 99:9; see also 1–8). 

• God‘s spirit is holy: ‗take not your Holy Spirit from me‘ (Ps. 51:11). 

• God‘s name is holy: ‗thus says the One who is high and lifted up, who inhabits eternity, 

whose name is Holy‘ (Isa. 57:15). 

• God‘s word of promise is holy: ‗For he remembered his holy promise‘ (Ps. 105:42). 

• God‘s oath is holy: ‗Once for all I have sworn by my holiness‘ (Ps. 89:35). 

                                                           
7 To borrow James Orr’s felicitous title, The Progress of Dogma, 1901. 

8 Rudolph Otto, The Idea of the Holy, trans. J. W. Harvey (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1958), p. 117. 

See all of Chapter. XV, pp. 115–131. 

9 O. Procksh, TDNT I:88–110. 

10 M. William Ury, ‘Holy, Holiness’ Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Books, 1996), pp. 341–344. 
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• God‘s dwelling is holy: God‘s habitation in heaven (Deut. 26:15) and the heavenly 

throne from which He reigns (Ps. 47:8), as well as His temple at Jerusalem (Hab. 2:20) 

and objects there devoted to Him (Lev. 27:28; see also Zech. 14:20, 21), are holy. 

Texts could be multiplied indefinitely. 

The Meaning of ‗Holy‘ and ‗Holiness‘ 

What is the meaning of holy and holiness? As these are common words of religious conversation 

among common people in the Bible, the meaning should not be obscure (even though some 

careful distinctions should be noticed) and it is not obscure. Our English word is related in origin 

and meaning to hale and whole, that is, in one piece, sound, healthy. The common meanings are 

(1) belonging to or coming from God; (2) untainted by evil or sin; and (3) deserving of 

reverence.
11

 

This group of ideas is essentially what one finds in the Bible. If we refine our definition with 

more extensive consideration of biblical use, the following emerges: (1) whatever people set 

apart for any special purpose is ‗holy‘, about the same as dedicated. This is essentially a non-

religious notion. In English we would not use ‗holy‘ of a plot of ground ‗dedicated‘ to be used as 

a ‗Farmers‘ Market‘ because that word is uniformly a religious term and there is nothing 

distinctly religious about a marketplace. (2) That which is set apart from common use and 

devoted entirely to God is holy, whether persons, places or things. (3) Moral purity, i.e. apartness 

from evil of any sort: this last, absence of evil (always spoiling and harmful to its subject) is why 

holy, meaning hale, whole, sound, was used by early translators of the Bible into English, for this 

most often mentioned feature of God‘s character. To be less than holy is not only to be unsound 

(unhealthy, less than whole), but also unclean, defiled, corrupt. 

God is said to be holy in that He exists on a level of being entirely apart from all that is 

creaturely, earthly or human: ‗The LORD reigns; let the peoples tremble! He sits enthroned upon 

the cherubim; let the earth quake! The LORD is great in Zion; he is exalted over all the peoples. 

Let them praise your great and awesome name! Holy is he!… worship at his footstool! Holy is 

he!‘ (Ps. 99:1–3, 5b). He is ‗the One who is high and lifted up, who inhabits eternity, whose 

name is Holy: ―I dwell in the high and holy place‖ ‘ (Isa. 57:15). 

If God is the high, exalted One, above all people, as these Scripture texts say, He is also far 

removed from all that is sinful.
12

 In Old Testament religion, especially the prophets, holiness, as 

ethical purity, becomes the most prevalent and important affirmation God has to make about 

Himself. In the New Testament God‘s ethical purity is almost the exclusive sense of His 

holiness. 

                                                           
11 Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language. 

12 The word qadosh, meaning holy, was a Canaanite word before it became a Hebrew word. In Canaanite 

religion it had no special ethical sense—priests and priestesses were called qadosh in the sense of being 

devoted to the god or goddess, but not in the sense of ethical purity. They were impure, in fact, as were 

the deities. Sacred prostitution was part of their religious exercises. 
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Modern theologians sometimes refer to God‘s holiness, in the sense of separateness or 

transcendence, as the ‗movement of withdrawal‘.
13

 There is an opposite ‗movement of 

inclusion‘. In this sense, anything especially close to God, or that to which He lays exclusive 

claim for His own service, is holy. So Scripture extends ‗holy‘ and ‗holiness‘ to many of His 

creatures: holy ground, holy place (sanctuary), holy Sabbath, holy nation, holy oil, holy water, 

holy garments (priests‘ vestments)—and holy jubilee, house, city, bread, altar, first-born. A 

page-full could be added of holy persons and things supported by innumerable citations of Old 

Testament Scripture. In the coming kingdom of God even the bells of the horses will be ‗Holy to 

the LORD‘ (Zec. 14:20). 

All the holiness that exists, therefore, is God‘s. He alone is the fount of holiness and He alone 

confers it on others. The holiness of the nation of Israel, for example, was not something the 

people attained by choice or self-improvement. God made them his own (holiness) by sovereign 

choice and redemption. They were to sanctify themselves only because God had already 

sanctified them for Himself. This sanctification of self may initially have been little understood. 

The ceremonial washings and ritual offerings involved, together with their awareness of being a 

‗chosen people‘, may well have been the upper limit of the perception of many. However, before 

long there were apparent implications of moral purity and of righteousness in the thought-life, in 

relations with other people—specified in a thousand ways from Exodus on to the close of the Old 

Testament. In the whole of the life of God‘s people, transitive holiness in righteous action is 

required by the Old Testament as well as the New—personal, domestic, political, civil and 

religious as well as the ritual of religious observance. 

Both ideas—God‘s transcendence as Creator and His purity as moral-ethical Governor—

appear together (in this order) frequently. Psalm 99:1–5, cited above, speaks of His loftiness but 

the remaining verses (6–9) relate to His purity. In the ecstasy of beatific vision, Isaiah first saw 

the LORD, ‗high and lifted up … Holy, holy, holy‘ (Isa. 6:1–4). However, the vision immediately 

made the prophet aware not so much of his ‗creatureliness‘ as of his sinfulness (vv. 5–7). 

Therefore, later, Isaiah reports God‘s hatred of all that is morally impure (Isa. 57:15–17). In the 

language of worship, the same joining of ideas (God‘s distance from us as Creator and His moral 

purity) occurs: ‗Who shall ascend the hill of the LORD? And who shall stand in his holy place? 

He who has clean hands and a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to what is false and does 

not swear deceitfully‘ (Ps. 24:3, 4). 

Such passages as Isaiah 6:1–3 and Isaiah 57:15 seem clearly to treat holiness as something 

fundamental to God‘s character, whether the transcendence of His being, or the purity of His 

character, or both, it is hard to say. 

God‘s laws, including the punishment of death for sin—any sin at all
14

—are an extension of 

His holiness. It would be tedious to quote the innumerable times every distinct feature of Old 

Testament worship is related specifically to God‘s holiness. It is everywhere in the ‗worship 

manuals‘, that is, Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers, so also Psalms, Isaiah and Ezekiel. 

This biblical emphasis has consequences. We may, for example, therefore be certain that 

however much wickedness may seem to prosper more than righteousness, it is better to do right; 

                                                           
13 H. Emil Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of God, Dogmatics, vol i (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 

1950, 1974), p. 162. 

14 Gen. 2:17; Rom. 6:23; Ezek. 18:4, 20. 
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we ought to do right simply because it is right. ‗Children, obey your parents … for this is right‘ 

(Eph. 6:1). Paul could cite no greater sanction. 

The holy God our Creator is our Governor He ‗will judge the world in righteousness by a 

man whom he has appointed‘ (Acts 17:31). Our conscience assures us of God‘s holiness, though 

it tells us nothing at all of God‘s love and mercy. As James Russell Lowell puts it: 

Careless seems the great Avenger; 
history‘s pages but record 
One death—grapple in the darkness 
‘twixt old systems and the Word; 
Truth forever on the scaffold, 
wrong forever on the throne

15 

The practical importance of God‘s holiness extends to everything about Christian character, 

action and hope for the future. As we have noted above, God‘s holiness exposes our sins and 

need for cleansing as well as forgiveness (Isa. 6:1, 5). His holiness assures us that God will not 

go back on anything He has said, either of warning or of promise. ‗I will not violate my covenant 

… I have sworn by my holiness; I will not lie‘ (Ps. 89:34, 35). The sphere of salvation will 

always be one of orderly morality, for His ‗holy arm‘ brings it to pass (Ps. 98:1) and with 

righteousness He reigns (vv. 2–9). His invisible kingdom now and His manifest kingdom of the 

future are holy, too (Ps. 47 esp. vv. 7 and 8; Isa. 11). Finally, God‘s holiness both demands and 

moves the practical holiness of His people: ‗For I am the LORD your God: ye shall therefore 

sanctify yourselves, and ye shall be holy; for I am holy‘ (Lev. 11:44 KJV; compare 1 Peter 1:15, 

16; Heb. 12:10). 

Further Theology of Divine Holiness 

The Israelites and the Canaanites of old employed essentially the same language. In the religion 

of Canaan, the holy was simply that which was dedicated to the gods. Therefore, the vile male 

and female prostitutes of their shrines could be called holy. ‗Sodomite‘ is how the Hebrew word 

for ‗holy‘ comes out in the King James Version, when used of the male homosexual prostitute of 

a Baal shrine, and ‗harlot‘ of female temple prostitutes. There was no ethical sense at all. 

In biblical religion and most of biblical literature, however, holiness as ethical and moral 

purity is the most prevalent and important affirmation God has to make about Himself. In the 

New Testament, when used of God, moral purity is almost the exclusive sense of holiness. 

Theologians have struggled to define the holiness of God and many consequently have 

neglected to say much about it. We attempt a brief summary of important discussions. The 

medieval theologians, Peter Lombard (The Sentences) and Thomas Aquinas (Summa Theologica, 

5,750 columns of dense print in English translation), do not discuss it; nor does Philipp 

Melanchthon‘s Loci Communes (the first Lutheran systematic theology). Calvin, though it is 

clear that he thinks holiness undergirds God‘s law and our sanctification, says little that is 

specifically on God‘s holiness.
16

 Luther‘s profound awareness of God‘s holiness does not 

provide in all his writings any systematic treatment of what constitutes God‘s holiness, as far as I 

                                                           
15 James Russell Lowell, The Present Crisis. 

16 John Calvin, Institutes V, iii–v. 
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can determine. John Gill (Baptist, eighteenth century) gives God‘s holiness due attention but no 

definition, except to say holiness ‗gives a lustre to all [God‘s] perfections, and is the glory of 

them‘.
17

 

For many modern existential and dialectical theologians holiness is a phenomenon of human 

experience only, not something that belongs to God in and of Himself. For Paul Tillich, religious 

feeling of ‗the numinous‘—the sphere of the gods in contrast with the secular—is sufficient 

explanation.
18

 

For Barth and Brunner, however, emphasis on divine transcendence leads them to a 

somewhat better view. They see God‘s holiness as His transcendence, the ‗wholly other‘—a term 

met endlessly in their writings. The truly path-breaking work, The Idea of the Holy by Rudolph 

Otto, informs them, as us all, at least as to terminology for discussing holiness. There is validity, 

but nothing distinctively biblical or Christian, to Otto‘s analysis, yet Brunner‘s summary is 

worthy of attention: 

Modern students of religion have come to the unanimous conclusion that the fundamental 

act of all religion is the worship of the Holy. ‗The Holy‘ as Rudolf Otto‘s beautiful book 

has shown us in an impressive and beautiful manner, is that to which the religious act is 

directed. Holiness is the very nature of the Numinous, of that which is divine, thus of that 

of which characterizes ‗the Deity‘, ‗the gods‘, or the mysterium tremendum [also in Otto, 

mysterium, tremendum, fascinans], towards which man, as a religious being, turns. Just as 

from subjective standpoint the chief word in all religion is reverence or the fear of God, 

so from the objective point of view, the Holy is the chief word in all religion, the word 

which alone describes the dimension in which all that is religious is found. In the Biblical 

revelation, however, we are concerned not with ‗the Holy‘ (as an abstract conception), 

but with the Holy One (as personal).
19 

In the sense that awe is inspired by the presence of the numinous (mysterium, tremendum, 

fascinans) of sacred sites and settings even MacQuarrie‘s existential theology allows primacy to 

holiness among God‘s attributes. There have been sincere but misdirected efforts to resolve 

holiness simply into the perfection of all the divine attributes or into another name for divine 

love—both love of Himself and benevolence toward His creatures. I have read nothing that faces 

these issues as adequately as the writings of A. H. Strong. Strong devoted careful (and 

passionate) attention to refuting these erroneous views because of the persuasive advocacy of 

‗moral influence‘ theories of the atonement (Horace Bushnell) and ‗the social gospel‘ (Walter 

Rauschenbusch) in his time and in his own denomination (Baptist). 

God‘s holiness cannot be dissolved into God‘s self-love, even though as generally orthodox a 

theologian as Jonathan Edwards in his Essay on the Trinity affirmed the holiness of God consists 

in infinite love to Himself. If he had said self-affirmation or regard for His own integrity, 

Edwards would have been closer to the truth. ‗Enlightenment‘ and ‗modernist‘ or ‗liberal‘ 

theology almost uniformly puts love ahead of God‘s holiness in the divine attributes or mixes the 

two in such a manner as to deny both. I quote A. H. Strong once more and somewhat at length 

                                                           
17 John Gill, Body of Divinity I (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1978), p. 149. 

18 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology I (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1951), pp. 215–218. 

19 Brunner, op. cit., p. 157. 
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regarding the importance of seeing that holiness controls divine love rather than the other way 

around or some form of co-ordinate standing. 

Our conclusion at this point in our theology will … determine what our future system 

will be. The principle that holiness is a manifestation of love, or a form of benevolence, 

leads to the conclusions that happiness is the only good, and the only end; that law is a 

mere expedient for securing of happiness; that penalty is simply deterrent or reformatory 

in its aim; that no atonement needs to be offered to God for human sin; that eternal 

retribution cannot be vindicated, since there is no hope of reform. This view ignores the 

testimony of conscience and of Scripture that sin is intrinsically ill-deserving, and must 

be punished on that account, not because punishment will work good to the universe,—

indeed, it could not work good to the universe unless it were just and right in itself. It 

[holiness, defined as a manifestation of love] ignores the fact that mercy is optional with 

God, while holiness is invariable; that punishment is many times traced to God‘s 

holiness, but never to God‘s love; that God is not simply love but light—moral light—

and therefore is ‗a consuming fire‘ (Heb. 12:29) to all iniquity. Love chastens … but only 

holiness punishes.
20 

His holiness accounts for God‘s absolute intolerance of any competing object of worship, 

especially idolatry. He is a ‗jealous God‘ and a ‗consuming fire‘ toward those who commit lese 

majesty against Him. Holiness explains why divine law is on every occasion an expression of 

what God is: ‗Be ye holy for I am holy.‘ Consequently, God‘s glory is the only proper end of 

creaturely action and the ‗fear of God‘ is the normal response to Him. 

Scripture not only teaches these attitudes toward God and His demands, but conscience 

accuses us and threatens us for non-compliance. God‘s absolute holiness is the standard of 

enlightened conscience also. Rationalistic liberal religion replaces holiness with the amorphous 

notion of ‗unconditional love‘. Of a truth, God does not love any sinner unconditionally any 

more than He also ‗hates all evildoers‘ unconditionally (Ps. 5:5) and precisely because of His 

holiness. That is, for the sake of His own integrity He will require the uttermost farthing in the 

judgment for every unrepented and unrequited sin. Sin‘s dimension of magnitude is measured by 

divine holiness, and that is without limit. It was divine holiness, not love, which was basic to the 

requirement of death when the God-man became sin for us at Calvary. 

2. Righteousness: God Is Righteous 

Since God is holy in character, all manifestation of that character will be righteous. The Bible 

therefore speaks frequently of the righteousness of God. 

The divine attribute of righteousness may be thought of in a twofold way. Firstly, God 

always acts in harmony with His own holy nature. He loves righteousness (Ps. 11:7) therefore He 

cannot lie (Titus 1:2); He will never deny Himself (2 Tim. 2:13) or fail to keep one of His 

covenant promises. If He saves a sinner, it will be in a manner consistent with His own holy 

                                                           
20 A. H. Strong, Systematic Theology (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1907), p. 272 and pp. 268–275; see 

also Strong, The Holiness of God’ in Philosophy and Religion, pp. 188–200. 
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nature. If He announces a moral law it will be righteous precisely because it will be an 

expression of His holy will.
21

 

Because God is sovereign, He does not therefore have to answer the question, Why? 

Moreover, we have no right to ask it. Nevertheless, for Himself, His laws are right because they 

express His holiness. God‘s laws are expressions of a holy will that in turn is expression of a 

holy character. The righteousness by which God orders His world is neither something created, 

external to Himself, nor something other than God Himself in any manner whatsoever. His 

righteous acts are His character in action; God is law unto Himself. 

Secondly, God deals with His creatures in justice (righteous treatment). The classical 

theologians call this rectoral justice when viewed as administration of His universal government. 

‗Rightousness and justice are the foundation of your throne‘ (Ps. 89:14). It is called distributive 

justice in regard to His extending to each of His rational creatures his due reward or punishment. 

It is worth noting that distributive justice is not to be confused with equality of treatment of 

people by God or equal status in the world. This is because God creates both the blind and the 

seeing, both rich and poor, both wise and the foolish: some to be born in a clean bed to be reared 

in piety and plenty, some in filth to be raised in a morally polluted atmosphere, and so on. 

Distributive justice is not properly a code name for ‗equal opportunity‘, as nowadays in social 

history, or for equality of goods and wealth as in socialistic economics. When viewed as giving 

each of His creatures his due reward or punishment, Scripture says: ‗Righteous are you, O LORD, 

and right are your rules‘ (Ps. 119:137). God‘s justice is punitive or vindicatory (not vindictive) 

justice in connection with punishing of all sin, because of sin‘s intrinsic ill desert, for the sceptre 

of God‘s kingdom is a sceptre of equity (see Ps. 45:3–7). 

There is a further very important sense in which we must think of God‘s righteousness. It is 

the imputed righteousness of God, first mentioned at Genesis 15:6 in connection with Abraham‘s 

faith. This is the righteousness or acquittal called justification. Christ‘s righteousness becomes 

vicariously ours, imputed to us by God when we believe on His Son. This amazing doctrine is 

taught throughout the Scriptures (see Rom. 3:21) but treated at length especially by Paul (see 

Rom. 3:21–5:21, especially 3:21–28; Gal. 1–4). Imputed righteousness is not one of God‘s 

attributes, even though the fact that God declares ungodly sinners, who are not righteous, to be 

righteous, must be squared with God‘s truthfulness and justice. God is both ‗just and the justifier 

of the one who has faith in Jesus‘ (Rom. 3:26). 

God‘s righteousness will be manifest at last on the Judgment Day (see Rev. 16:4–7) just as 

long ago it was manifest when ‗it was the will of the LORD to crush‘ His Son at Calvary, once He 

took our place as sinners (Rom. 3:25). If we are wise we will see God as righteous in His 

treatment of us as believers, not only in forgiving our sins (1 John 1:9) but also in chastening us 

His people (Dan. 9:14) and making the demand of a righteous life (see Jer. 7:8–11). If at times 

we have difficulty in seeing the justice of God in the way He temporarily allows evil to prosper, 

we may nevertheless trust His justice to triumph at last (Ps. 73; Hab. 2; Jer. 12:1–4). 

Though the cause of Evil prosper, 
yet ‗tis Truth alone is strong, 
And, albeit, she wander outcast now. 
I see around her throng 

                                                           
21 This does not mean that God’s will is arbitrary, ignoring the ‘fitness of things’. The scholastic followers 
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Troops of beautiful, tall angels, 
to enshield her from all wrong.

22 

3. Truth: God is True 

It will help us to quote several leading statements of Scripture in order to understand this 

attribute of the Godhead before a definition is attempted. Jesus prayed to His Father as ‗the only 

true God‘ (John 17:3) and Paul spoke of Christian conversion as a turning ‗to God from idols to 

serve the living and true God‘ (1 Thess. 1:9). In these passages, ‗true‘ means genuine, the real 

and the valid. In contrast to idols, demon spirits and all false objects of veneration or worship, 

God is authentic God. Paul says ‗we know that ―an idol has no real existence‖, and that ―there is 

no God but one‖ … although there may be so-called gods‘ (1 Cor. 8:4, 5; cf. 1–6). Of all the 

alleged objects of discourse called ‗god‘, the God of the Bible is the only true God. He is 

veritable (to use the old ecclesiastical term) God. God‘s attributes and ways of doing are true in 

this same sense of being genuine. God‘s peace, for example, is true peace (Jer. 33:6), likewise 

His kindness is true kindness (2 Sam. 2:6), His goodness, authentic goodness (Exod. 34:6), and 

His grace, genuine grace (John 1:17), whereas ‗the mercy of the wicked is cruel‘ (Prov. 12:10). 

In a different but related sense, He is also the veracious, truth-speaking, truth-communicating 

God: ‗Let God be [found] true though every one were a liar‘ (Rom. 3:4); ‗I … give thanks to 

your name for your steadfast love and your faithfulness, for you have exalted above all things 

your name and your word‘ (Ps. 138:2; see also John 3:33; Rom. 1:25; John 14:17; 1 John 5:7). 

Since the veritable (true) and veracious (truthful) God is the Creator and Governor of heaven 

and earth, a third sense appears: He is the ground of all truth. Scripture thus addresses Him as 

‗LORD God of truth‘ (Ps. 31:5 KJV). This is asserted directly in passages such as Psalm 111, 

which discuss God‘s works. The works of God are first said to be great, honourable and 

wonderful. Then ‗The works of his hands are faithful and just; all his precepts are trustworthy; 

they are established forever and ever, to be performed with faithfulness and uprightness‘ (Ps. 

111:7, 8). 

A diversion into recent theories of language analysis and of hermeneutics at this point would 

show how scepticism, denial that anything anyone speaks or writes is true in any important 

sense, has imported Pilate‘s skeptical question wholesale to the academy. Recently these theories 

have invaded all university departments except the hard sciences. The public has been made 

aware of this disastrous development as ‗deconstructionism‘. 

Deconstruction uses figures, tropes, neologisms, irony and philosophy to sever any 

connection between an author‘s true self and what he has written. The motives of these literary 

dogmatists apparently are chiefly to create an elite of critics who have their own club. The 

strength of this syndrome is an informal connection of ambitious professors and their admirers, 

supported by tenure rules that deliver the star performers from necessity of constructive labour. 

Though still present, more subtle but equally destructive of trust of a neighbour‘s words, 

written or spoken, are other newly minted theories—all the more subtle because there is a germ 

of truth to ensnare new students in each one of them. The inquirer will see how this is related to 
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biblical interpretation and theology by examining the book Introduction to Biblical 

Interpretation by Klein, Craig and Hubbard.
23

 

Christians therefore should never be either cynics or skeptics. The cynical temper, doubting 

everything and everybody, challenging every statement as if there were no true statements, has 

only the appearance of the love of truth. The ‗adversarial spirit‘ in theological schools and 

faculties, debating all doctrine, challenging every tradition, has harmfully contributed to the 

cynical spirit so prevalent in church life of recent times. We know that God is truthful, that He 

made our organs of sense and powers of reason not to mock us but to bring us in valid, cognitive 

touch with a created universe that is genuine. Skeptics and cynics are out of touch with God‘s 

world. 

Christians, as lovers of God, are not only lovers of truth considered abstractly, but of every 

truth individually, because we know Him who is true (John 8:13, 14, 16, 18, 28). Our God is the 

author of truth. His children, therefore, should not be obscurantists afraid to embrace any truth 

newly presented. They will be lovers of true chemistry and geology, astronomy, farming and 

industry, as well as true love, true Christian doctrine and true Bible interpretation. 

4. Faithfulness: God is Faithful 

Since God is true He will not change His character. He will be true to Himself. To us, His 

creatures, He will remain the same as He has always been. 

A number of important texts declare this to be a fact, but Deuteronomy 7:9–11 is 

outstanding: 

Know therefore that the LORD your God is God, the faithful God who keeps covenant and 

steadfast love with those who love him and keep his commandments, to a thousand 

generations, and repays to their face those who hate him, by destroying them. He will not 

be slack with one who hates him. He will repay him to his face. You shall therefore be 

careful to do the commandment and the statutes and the rules that I command you today. 

In keeping with this trait of character He is called a Rock (Deut. 32:4, 15, 18; Ps. 19:14), a 

Fortress (Jer. 16:19), a Defence (Ps. 89:18); His word is said to be sure (Ps. 19:7) and steadfast 

forever (Dan. 6:26). As Frederick M. Lehman writes: 

When hoary time shall pass away, 
and earthly thrones and kingdoms fall; 
When men who here refuse to pray, 
On rocks and hills and mountains call; 
God‘s love, so sure, shall still endure, 
All measureless and strong; 
Redeeming grace to Adam‘s race— 
The saints‘ and angels‘ song. 

Because God is steadfast, the world of nature, the sphere of His creation, preservation and 

providence will remain steadfast. ‗While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, 

summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease‘ (Gen. 8:22). The farmer may plant his crops 
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knowing that within the variety of climate and rainfall he can count on a crop if he tends his 

fields. The scientist may rely on what he calls the uniformity of nature. Gravity, the rates of 

expansion of gases, the velocities of electrons and light waves, and the like, will, under constant 

conditions, be everywhere the same. Natural events can be explained by natural causes. 

Superstitions, ‗old wives fables‘, astrology and similar, may be ignored, as far as practical action 

is concerned. God‘s faithfulness is thus the solid foundation of reality, of a life of intelligent 

action. 

In the spiritual realm, God‘s promises may be counted upon: His covenants are unbreakable. 

Ethan the Ezrahite sings of this in Psalm 89: ‗with my mouth I will make known your 

faithfulness to all generations … in the heavens you will establish your faithfulness‘ (vv. 1–2). 

He says the heavens shall praise God‘s faithfulness, as well as the congregation of believers on 

earth (v. 5), and shall proclaim it to be unique (v. 8). God is faithful in His rule of nature (vv. 9–

13). God‘s faithfulness is associated with His justice and judgment, mercy and truth (v. 14). 

Faithfulness has been singularly prominent in God‘s dealing with the house of David, defending 

the anointed sons when they kept covenant, faithfully chastening them for their own good when 

they did not faithfully follow his laws and ordinances (vv. 20–32). David‘s seed (v. 36) ‗shall 

endure forever‘, a promise having connection with the endless resurrection life of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, ‗Like … a faithful witness in the skies‘ (v. 37). 

The truth has an obverse side too. If God will fulfill His promises faithfully, so will He carry 

through on His threats. This is concomitant with being Himself, for He ‗cannot deny himself‘ (2 

Tim. 2:13). Furthermore, ‗Do not be deceived: God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that 

will he also reap‘ (Gal. 6:7). 

Great is Thy faithfulness, O God my Father, 
There is no shadow of turning with thee; 
Thou changest not, Thy compassions they fail not; 
As thou hast been Thou forever wilt be (Thomas O. Chisholm). 

5. Love: God is Love 

Another of God‘s attributes of goodness is love. We shall here make a distinction between love 

and mercy. Mercy is a manifestation of God‘s love just as faithfulness is a manifestation of His 

truth, and His righteousness of His holiness. 

Love is exceedingly difficult to mention, in times like ours, without danger of 

misinterpretation. The physical passion of the mutual attraction of the sexes seems to be such an 

absorbing interest of our times that this universally experienced and fascinating form of love 

tends to exclude all other forms of love whenever the word is spoken. 

The distinctive element in the love of God is self-communication. This is different from 

either holiness or truth and we must not think of it as including them. If these three are confused 

in any way whatsoever, serious harmful theological errors are bound to follow. The Bible neither 

identifies one with another nor confounds them. If holiness and love are equated, then sin may be 

overlooked, for then holiness poses no barrier to acceptance of sin. Justice is made maudlin. 

Final judgment and punishment are thereby rendered unnecessary. If love and truth are equated, 

then untruth may be tolerated. True, ‗God is love‘ (John 4:8), but that must be understood as 

meaning that God is a loving being, just as He is also a holy being and true being. Writers 

sometimes assert that holiness is not a distinct attribute but the perfection of all of them. Others 

assert that holiness is a form of love, i.e. self-love. As we have tried to demonstrate earlier in this 



 
201 

chapter, both of these assertions are incorrect, misleading and dangerous. It is indeed correct to 

say that God‘s holiness is self-affirming, but love as a communication of the self is hardly the 

same as maintenance of the self. 

As any one who has read the stories of God‘s chastening of the Israelites (Exodus to 

Malachi) ought to know, God‘s love for them was at every point directed and bounded by His 

holiness. There is nothing maudlin about the love of God. ‗You hate all evildoers.‘ 

God ‗did not spare his own Son‘,
24

 therefore, when His son ‗became sin for us‘ at Calvary;
25

 

God caused Him to be ‗wounded for our transgressions … it was the will of the LORD to crush 

him‘.
26

 Thus, we see in what poignant ways holiness and love meet, ‗For God so loved the 

world, that he gave his only Son‘.
27

 In this verse ‗so‘ does not mean ‗so much‘ but ‗thus‘ or ‗in 

this manner‘. 

A well-known hymn says of God that His ‗Love found a way to redeem my soul! Love found 

a way that could make me whole.‘ And, indeed, God‘s love did. Not, however, at the expense of 

His truth and holiness. The ‗expense‘ was the life of God‘s only begotten Son, not at the expense 

of God‘s holiness, justice and truth. 

Neither is God‘s love a mere ‗positive attitude‘ toward all created beings. Quite to the 

contrary, He hates not only ‗wickedness‘ (Ps. 45:7), but also ‗all evildoers‘ (Ps. 5:5; cf. 11:5). If 

we who are forgiven sinners want a formula for our attitude toward sinners that shares God‘s 

attitude, then we must put something together better than ‗Hate the sin but love the sinner‘. It 

sounds right but does not quite match what we know of God and His ways. The Almighty 

Creator of this now fallen world has no love for it, nor should we, except with the ethical goal of 

bringing people to conformity with His holiness. 

God‘s love is holy. As a holy being, His love is directed knowledgebly and voluntarily in 

ways harmonious with truth. He will not propagate a lie or perpetuate one. Paul prays that our 

Christian ‗love may abound more and more, with knowledge and all discernment‘ (Phil. 1:9). It 

is incorrect to say that God‘s love is unconditional, for it is conditioned by His holiness of being 

and His love of Himself—i.e. by truth. He did not need a world to have a sufficient object of 

love. God loves the world of mankind because we bear His image. His love is holy, designed 

fully to restore that image but also true, in that our sinfulness is taken into account. 

God‘s love is of course an attribute of God cherished much by all systems of theology. In 

soundly biblical theology, God‘s love is never at the sacrifice of His holiness. Perhaps the most 

complete and convincing statement of this fact is by A. H. Strong, whose exposition explores the 

relation of divine love to other attributes, especially His holiness.
28

 G. C. H. Berkouwer 

summarizes the failure of the neo-orthodoxy of Karl Barth in this regard: 

In Barth‘s doctrine of the divine attributes, the love of God dominates over His 

righteousness, His grace over His wrath. It would seem that he thus allows the gospel of 
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grace, the Scriptural message of the love of God unto the salvation of the world, to come 

to its full expression. But the manner in which Barth speaks of God‘s yes and no reveals a 

concept of grace different from that of the Biblical message. Barth conceives of a new 

order of grace, established in redemption and in the election in Christ, in which all now 

share [universal salvation]. Unbelief is nothing but the nonsense of rejecting this 

irrefutable fact: the universal love of God.
29 

If God was to love us sinners, then there was a cost to Him—as inharmonious with His perfect 

blessedness of being as that seems. Atonement through the passion and death of the Son of God 

was the fruit of that love, for Christ is ‗the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world‘ (Rev. 

13:8, KJV; cf. 1 Peter 1:19, 20). Therefore, the permission of sin in God‘s eternal counsels was at 

great cost to Him. Early in the scriptural record, it is said of sin that ‗it grieved him to his heart‘ 

(Gen. 6:6). Ephesians 4:30 speaks of grieving the Holy Spirit. He is said to share in the 

afflictions of His people (Isa. 63:9). Abraham‘s grief over his ‗not withheld‘ son (Gen. 22:16) is 

a picture of the grief of God when ‗He … did not spare his own Son‘ (Rom. 8:32).
30

 

The Bible makes God‘s love not only the ground of proper human love (1 John 4:11) but also 

the effective cause of it, for ‗We love because he first loved us‘ (1 John 4:19). Our love for God 

and other people is both evidence and fruit of God‘s indwelling presence in us and is the means 

God uses to reveal His holiness and love to the world, for ‗No one has ever seen God; if we love 

one another, God abides in us and his love is perfected in us‘ (1 John 4:12). 

6. Mercy: God is Merciful 

The attribute of mercy is often called ‗transitive love‘, and such it is. It is love in action for those 

who do not deserve the blessed provisions of God‘s love but do desperately need His love. The 

word ‗mercy‘ (almost always God‘s mercy) occurs much more frequently in the King James 

Version than the word ‗love‘. The Revised Standard Version, and the English Standard Version, 

change many of these to ‗steadfast love‘ and New International Version to ‗love‘. The Hebrew 

and Greek words involved show some variety. The emphasis in the King James Version, 

however, lays legitimate emphasis on the action of God‘s love. 

Eddie Arnold (a retired ikon of country music) sings a song about a lover who reflects sadly 

that the great love of his life, one who married another, never knew he loved her because he 

never told her! This is not true of God‘s love, for His mercies on the undeserving have been 

showered upon them. He has shown it in His care for all His creatures (Ps. 145:15, 16), and in 

His allowing His enemies and blasphemers to live, while helping all undeserving in one way or 

another (Neh. 9:17–21, 27–32). A Psalm exclaims, ‗The earth, O LORD, is full of your steadfast 

love‘ (Ps. 119:64). Another Psalm exclaims, ‗Oh give thanks to the LORD, for he is good, for his 

mercy endureth for ever!‘ (Ps. 106:1 KJV). Psalm 136:11 (KJV) repeats the very same words and 
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30 How Scripture may properly portray God as ‘blessed forever’, and ‘with whom there is no variation or 
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adds, ‗for his mercy endureth forever‘ twenty-five times. Certainly, God‘s mercy is an 

emphasized aspect of God‘s goodness in the Bible. 

The goodness (benevolence) of God toward all His creatures, especially sinful men, is a 

special feature of God‘s mercy. Paul declares that it is a witness to God even among the heathen 

(Acts 14:17). In another text he joins God‘s holiness, truth, love and mercy, appealing to sinful 

men in a special way (Rom. 2:1–5), focusing on God‘s goodness (i.e. benevolence or mercy): 

‗Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience, not knowing that 

God‘s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?‘ (Rom. 2:4). 

These three pairs of attributes of God‘s goodness—holiness manifest in righteousness; truth 

in faithfulness; and love in mercy—do not exhaust the number of such attributes mentioned in 

Scripture. There is no prescribed list. Yet I think a little reflection on others—compassion, loving 

kindness, pity, tender mercies and the like—will show they are subsumed by, or are refinements 

of, these six. 

13 

The Triunity of the Godhead in Biblical and Christian History 

‗the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit‘ (Matt. 28:19) 

The Trinity in Ancient Formal Statements 

Three hundred and seventy-five pastors, or bishops, of churches throughout Christendom (the 

Roman world) assembled at Nicea, not far eastward from Constantinople in what is now Asiatic 

Turkey, in AD 325. The purpose of this conference (First Ecumenical Council), called together by 

the Constantine I, Emperor of the Roman Empire, was to formulate a clear, summary statement 

of what the Scriptures teach about the relation of the Son of God to God the Father. The Holy 

Spirit was not yet a focus of intense and prolonged study or of controversy. A modern author has 

rightly commented, ‗[It is] readily apparent that the Nicene Creed is an expansion of the 

Apostles‘ Creed and a defense of [it] from misuse by reinterpretation.‘
1
 

Let us emphasize that both the Apostles‘ Creed and the Nicene Creed, which follows it and 

enlarges it, are essentially statements about events in history. They do not, like the creeds of 

most other religions, make claims about ultimate reality or seek to sort out ideas of mind and 

matter, space and time, and the like. These two creeds read much more like Peter‘s simple recital 

of the faith, as history, to spiritually anxious seekers of the household of Cornelius (Acts 10:34–

43) than any ancient Hellenist or Gnostic statement of how the world operates. In this, they are 

much more like the Bible itself than books of theology—so much for charges of spoiling the 

plain Bible message with infusions of pagan philosophical vocabulary and patterns of thought. 

What Christians now call the Holy Trinity doctrine is latent in the New Testament beginnings 

and had been taught from the earliest Christian times. The Council of Nicea was the first, 

                                                           
1 R. J. Rushdoony, The Foundation of Social Order (Philadelphia: Presby. & Reformed Publ., 1968), p. 16. 



 
204 

focused, common effort to define the doctrine against the errors of several divisive teachers and 

sects that were undercutting the very heart of Christian truth. The Nicene Fathers‘ effort was 

never conceived as one to dissolve the essential mystery of the Godhead, for they recognized 

such could not be done. Their intention, successfully achieved, was precisely to preserve the 

mystery. Nor was theirs an effort to frame a ‗metaphysical‘ definition of God. Rather it was to 

state intelligibly that God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are three without denying in any 

fashion that God is one Lord. 

The result was a brief statement of belief affirming that the oneness of the Godhead is in 

respect to being (Latin substantia, substance; Greek ousia). The Son is homoousios (same 

substance) with the Father. The Spirit is to be worshiped together with Father and Son. Those 

who, like the present author, believe that civilizations are but the expressions of beliefs about 

ultimate matters (that is, religious beliefs) will agree with Philip Schaff: 

The Council of Nicea is the most important event of the fourth century, and its bloodless 

intellectual victory over a dangerous error [Arianism] is of far greater consequence to the 

progress of true civilization than all the bloody victories of Constantine and his 

successors.
2 

About 125 years later, an ecumenical council at a place not far from Nicea, called Chalcedon (AD 

451), the Latin word persona (person) and the Greek word hypostasis, though previously often 

translated in Latin as substantia (English, substance), came to be adopted as the accepted term 

for the sense in which the members of the Trinity are three. There was no effort to phrase the 

biblical revelation in the thought-patterns of Greek philosophy, as antagonists of orthodoxy 

frequently assert today. The contrary was the case. The simple doctrines of Scripture—the Father 

is God; the Son is God; the Holy Spirit is God; there is only one God—were retained in 

resistance to the efforts of errorists of the time to dissolve the palpable paradox, or mystery, in 

some philosophic formula. The full humanity of the Son and His full deity, two natures in one 

‗person and subsistence‘, is spelled out plainly. The great creed of Nicea (as given final form at 

the Second Ecumenical Council, Constantinople, AD 381) and the Definition of Chalcedon are 

with us still as standards precisely because they leave the mysteries of Scripture intact.
3
 

The reader may wonder if all this precision (‗getting technical‘) is necessary. Yes, it is, if one 

is going to meet the challenges to the deity of our Lord mounting higher in our time, as they did 

in that of the Nicean Council. Arius advocated the very same reasonable-sounding, fatal denials 

that we hear both from learned ‗modernists‘ and the unlearned cultists today. Arius and his 

partisans proposed to worship Christ as a great angel, of similar substance (Greek, homoi-

ousios), with the Father, while Athanasius and those in agreement insisted, on scriptural grounds, 

Christ the Son is no created being, but like the Father, He is an eternal being, consubstantial 

(same substance, Greek, homoousios) with the Father. There is only an iota (Gr. i) of difference, 

but the difference involves the very heartbeat of our faith.
4
 

                                                           
2 Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, vol. iii (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1960, based on ed. publ. 

in 1910), p. 631. See ‘The Nicene Creed’ at end of this chapter. 

3 See ‘The Definition of Chalcedon’ (Chap. 14, p. 118). 

4 The idiom, ‘not an iota of difference’ originates in the homo-homoi disjunction. 
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There is some merit to Hendrikus Berkhof‘s cautions against supposing any pronouncements, 

dogmatical or speculative, have succeeded in explaining the mystery of the triunity of God. Of 

‗traditional‘ and ‗speculative theology‘ he wrote: 

[W]e must not forget that we (Protestants) have no ‗dogma of the Trinity‘ inherited from 

the ancient church, only some pronouncements of Councils about the divine character of 

Christ and the Spirit. The formula ‗one being, three persons‘ from the very first moment 

left open several interpretations; even today it veils the problems; instead of solving 

them.
5 

The Reformation and the Trinity 

Nearly 500 years ago Arianism (Socinianism, Unitarianism) again challenged the orthodox faith. 

The Protestant Reformation responded valiantly and successfully. Luther accepted the orthodox 

doctrine because he knew it was scriptural. He placed equal emphasis on both the oneness and 

the Dreifaltigkeit (threefoldness). Luther taught, ‗One God in three persons—every person is the 

entire deity and yet no person exists as the deity for itself without the other two.‘
6
 I am aware of 

no record of any extended treatment of the Trinity by Luther, but he discussed it in his Bible 

expositions, theses and debates and especially in Advent sermons. He thought, as did all the 

leading Reformers, that the medieval schoolmen had erred greatly in supposing they could derive 

the Trinity from the nature of God and render the doctrine fully amenable to reason. He said, 

‗The scholastic teachers have attempted to make this understandable with very great subtleties.‘ 

A Luther scholar explains, ‗Instead of this, one should stick to the simple, clear, powerful words 

of Scripture.‘
7
 Luther held no brief for the traditional Trinitarian vocabulary (nature, essence, 

ousia, hypostasis, and the like). One uses the vocabulary as convenient, though inadequate to 

express the mystery. One is free to use other language, but at the peril of misrepresenting the 

biblical revelation. 

At first, Calvin seemed to avoid traditional formulations of the Trinity doctrine. This brought 

on criticism by a jealous colleague. Later on, without mentioning the colleagues or the names of 

the contemporary sixteenth-century Arians, Calvin refuted their views and stated well why 

Christian people of all ages must get this matter straight in their thinking, and in doing so must 

also learn a few new words. This Reformer, whose own language was studiedly direct and 

simple, points out that for ages past learned Christians (Hilary, Jerome, Augustine) had protested 

the use of the technical words for the distinctions, but had nevertheless been compelled to 

employ them. Then he wisely adds, ‗And this modesty of saintly men ought to warn us against 

forthwith … taking to task those who do not wish to swear by the words conceived by us.‘ Thus 

he sympathizes with the simple man‘s impatience. Nevertheless, he goes on to say why the 

simple man also must have some patience, to learn a few useful new words. 

                                                           
5 Hendrikus Berkhof, The Doctrine of the Holy Spirit, Chap. VI ‘The Spirit & The Triune God’ (Atlanta: John 

Knox Press, 1977), pp. 109, 110. 

6 Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), p. 199. 

7 ibid., p. 200. 
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Without these terms, we cannot clarify issues and distinguish a teacher who is a willful, 

dangerous heretic from one who is mildly erroneous or entirely orthodox. Calvin observes: 

Arius, says that Christ is God, but mutters that he was made and had a beginning. He says 

that Christ is one with the Father, but secretly whispers in the ears of his own partisans 

that He is united to the Father like other believers, although by a singular priviledge. Say 

‗consubstantial‘ and you will tear off the mask of this turncoat, and yet you add nothing 

to Scripture.
8 

Every stream of orthodox Christianity derived from the sixteenth-century Reformation preserved 

the heritage of the ancient church in regard to the triunity of the Godhead. 

The late Kenneth S. Kantzer of Trinity Evangelical Divinity School has said that though ‗the 

major doctrines were worked out in the very ancient church,‘ 

Evangelicals look back with deep gratitude to their Reformation heritage. To Luther, 

Calvin, Cranmer, and their associates they acknowledge an immeasurable debt—

particularly for their insights into justification by faith alone as the very heart of the 

gospel and for their loyal defense of the final authority of the Bible as the inerrant written 

Word of God. Less clearly recognized is the Reformation contribution to the doctrine of 

the Trinity.
9 

Kantzer goes on to explain how ‗the Genevan reformer, following guidelines laid down by 

Augustine, worked out the details of the doctrine more fully than any of the other reformers‘. 

Why Christians believe in the Trinity of the Godhead 

Why do Christians always everywhere uniformly insist on this doctrine? No text of Scripture 

says specifically that God eternally exists as one being (ousia, substance) in three persons, each 

of whom fully and perfectly possesses that substance. The orthodox doctrine is that each of the 

persons is God in a quantitative sense—all the God-ness there is—not in any mere generic sense, 

as when we say all men are human, as a class or category of being. Christians insist that it is 

necessary to believe this. Again. Why? 

The answer has to do with history; not church history, but biblical history. The Old 

Testament tells of how God called a man named Abram out of a culture where many gods were 

worshipped (Josh. 24:2) in order to make known to him the one, true God. Abram came to see 

that Yahweh-‘Elohim is ‗the Judge of all the earth‘ (Gen. 18:25). He would use Abram to create a 

people through whom that message would be conveyed to other families of earth. God enforced 

the truth of monotheism to the Israelite descendents of Abram at the time of Moses. The 

historical books tell of the frequent apostasies of the Israelites from this truth and of their 

permanent acceptance of it through the sufferings of the Babylonian exile. Israel‘s apostasies 

from monotheism were never again repeated on a general scale. 

                                                           
8 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), I, 15. 5. 

9 Kenneth S. Kantzer, ‘John Calvin & the Mystery of the Trinity,’ Voices, a publication of Trinity 

Evangelical Divinity School, n.d., p. 10. 
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The first disciples of Jesus were Jews (Israelites). As time passed these incurable monotheists 

recognized that Jesus of Nazareth was God, the same God as He whom their Fathers had 

worshipped under the Mosaic economy. They said so in their sermons and writings
10

 

Jesus told them shortly before his crucifixion (John 14–16) and afterward that the Father 

would send to them another Comforter, the Spirit of Truth, ‗to be with you forever‘. He was to 

be another (allos) of the same, not a different (heteros) kind. When He, the Holy Spirit, came in 

the special way described in the second chapter of Acts, the disciples immediately recognized the 

Holy Spirit also as God. They formed no doctrinal statement about the Holy Spirit for several 

centuries but, following apostolic usage, joined His name with the Father and/or the Son in 

proclamation, prayers, benedictions and blessings. Moreover, while steadfastly acknowledging 

that there is only one God (as all Jews affirmed), they also affirmed that the Father is God, the 

Son is God and Spirit is God. 

With new insights provided by fulfillment of ‗the promise of the Father‘ which (they) heard 

from Christ Himself (Acts 1:4, 5; cf. 2:33; 11:16; and Matt. 3:11), the apostles were able to 

identify the Holy Spirit with the Spirit of God in the Old Testament. Beginning with the New 

Testament record itself, they quoted and cited Old Testament references to God‘s Spirit as 

identical with the Holy Spirit. 

Their example bids us to make (with attention to controls) the same equation. They attributed 

everything the Old Testament said about the Spirit of God to the now arrived, personal, Holy 

Spirit. He was ‗another of the same kind‘ as Christ Himself (see John 14:10). In such case, 

asserts B. B. Warfield: 

It was their own Holy Ghost who was Israel‘s guide … whom Israel rejected when they 

resisted the leading of God (Acts 7:51) … In him … Christ … preached to the 

antediluvians (1 Peter 3:18) … He … was the author of faith of old as well as now (2 

Cor. 4:13) … He … gave Israel its ritual service. It was He who spoke in and through 

David and Isaiah and all the prophets (Matt. 22:43; Mark 12:36; Acts 1:16; 28:25; Heb. 

3:7; 10:15).
11 

Peter‘s oft-quoted declaration about the prophetic origin of Old Testament Scriptures (2 Peter 

1:21) maintains that it was the Spirit of Christ who moved the writing prophets—as Zechariah 

(7:12) and Nehemiah (9:20) were aware. Again, Peter claimed the prophecies of Christ written 

by such men as Daniel, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the other Twelve were taught what to say 

by the ‗Spirit of Christ‘ (1 Peter 1:11). The promised Spirit of God of Joel (2:27, 28) is the same 

Holy Spirit who descended at Pentecost (Acts 2:16). Isaiah‘s predictions of the special presence 

of the Spirit of the Lord with and on the righteous Servant (Son, Messiah)
12

 were fulfilled, says 

the New Testament writers, in Christ.
13

 
                                                           
10 It should not be necessary at this point to demonstrate that the New Testament teaches the deity of 

the Lord Jesus Christ, nor that the disciples believed it. Peter’s confession and Thomas’ exclamation are 

enough for now. A later section of systematic theology, ‘Part 4: Christology: Person and Work of Christ’. 

11 B. B. Warfield, ‘The Spirit of God in the Old Testament’ ed. Samuel Craig, Biblical and Theological 

Studies (Philadelphia: Presbyterian & Reformed Publ., 1952), pp. 129, 130. 

12 Isa. 11:1 ff.; 42:1; 61:1. 

13 John 1:29–34; Matt. 3:13–17; Mark 1:1–12; Luke 3:15–17; 4:16–21. 
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It is instinct with vital Christians, when they read the Bible, to understand Old Testament 

references to the Spirit of God along with the Holy Spirit revealed in the New Testament. No 

rigid hermeneutics, which in every case severely limits the reference of an Old Testament text to 

the intellectual and historical horizon of the original writer or of the first readers, is likely to talk 

the present Christian heirs of sixty generations of Christian Bible readers out of this conviction. 

Not only so, New Testament believers prayed in the Spirit to the Father in the name of the Son. 

In their benedictions they pronounced the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God the 

Father, and the communion of the Holy Spirit upon their departing assemblies (2 Cor. 13:14). 

Baptism, by the Lord‘s command, was in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 

Ghost (Matt. 28:19). 

Every element mentioned in the previous paragraph is thoroughly imbedded in the fabric of 

the New Testament. The putting of all these elements together in a formal statement was bound 

to come. Significantly, the very oldest surviving post-New Testament Christian creed is 

essentially a confession of faith in ‗God the Father Almighty … and in Jesus Christ, His only son 

… and in the Holy Ghost.‘
14

 

When in later times, church councils (i.e. as we now say, conferences) hammered out formal 

statements of the doctrine of the Holy Trinity, they were doing in a co-operative capacity what 

every biblical pastor does when he prepares his Sunday morning sermon and delivers it to his 

people. They were doing what they had to do in the face of problems and divisions. These threats 

to unity of the faith were brought on by attacks from sophisticated, learned, aggressive errorists 

within the professing church. The church today is by no means bound unquestioningly to follow 

ancient traditions. Yet we may rightly thank God for what previous generations of devout 

Christian scholars and teachers have done to formulate the Christian doctrine of the triune God 

and other doctrines. This is the true apostolic succession, spoken of as guarding a deposit, or 

committing to a rising generation of believers what has been passed down (the true Christian 

meaning of tradition) by earlier generations of believers (2 Tim. 2:1, 2). 

Edward Bickersteth (1786–1850), lawyer, Anglican clergyman, promoter of missionary 

evangelism, evangelist and one of the founders of the Evangelical Alliance, summarizes our 

answer to the question, ‗Why do Christians believe in the triune Godhead?‘ Because, he says, 

He reveals himself by his names, his attributes, and his acts. And, therefore, if, combined 

with assertions that God is one, we find three revealed in Scripture to whom the same 

names, attributes, and acts are ascribed, the same so far as a personal distinction allows; if 

we look vainly for any fourth Divine one, or any intimation of more than three; if we 

connect with this the intimate and necessary union affirmed to exist betwixt the Father, 

and the Son, and the Spirit, as when the Lord Jesus says, ‗I and my Father are one,‘ and 

when Paul says, ‗The Spirit searches the depths of God‘; if, then, we find that every 

Christian is baptized into one Name,—the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 

Holy Ghost,—we are led swiftly and irresistibly up to the doctrine (call it by what name 

you will) of the Trinity in Unity.
15 

                                                           
14 Henry S. Bettenson, ‘The Old Roman Creed’ Documents of the Christian Church (New York: Oxford 

Univ. Press, 1963), p. 33. 

15 Edward Bickersteth, The Trinity (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publ., 3rd Printing, 1965), pp. 150. 
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A summary follows of Bickersteth‘s summary-propositions and Scripture proof texts. This is 

useful in showing that the Father is God, the Son is God, the Spirit is God; and yet there is only 

one God. 

(1) The Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost are eternal (Rom. 16:26; Rev. 1:17; Mic. 5:2; 

Heb. 9:14; Deut. 33:27). 

(2) The Father, the Son and the Spirit created all things (1 Cor. 8:6; Ps. 100:3; Col. 1:16; Job 

33:4; 1 Peter 4:9). 

(3) The Three are each omnipresent (Jer. 23:24; Matt. 28:20; Ps. 139:7; Acts 17:28, 29). 

(4) The Three are each omniscient (Matt. 11:27; Acts 15:18; John 21:17; Isa. 40:13; 1 Cor. 

2:10; Heb. 4:13). 

(5) The Three are each true and good (John 7:28; 17:17, 25; Ps. 34:8; John 10:11; 14:6; Acts 

3:14; 1 John 5:6; John 14:26; Ps. 143:10; Rev. 15:4). 

(6) They each have a self-regulating will (Eph. 1:11; Matt. 11:27; John 17:24; 1 Cor 12:11; 

Acts 21:14). 

(7) They are each the fountain of life (Ps. 36:9; Eph. 2:4, 5; John 5:21; John 3:8; Deut. 

30:20). 

(8) They each sanctify us (Ps. 138:3; Isa. 66:13; Jude 1; Phil. 4:13; 1 Cor. 1:2; Eph. 3:16; 

John 14:26; Rom. 15:6). 

(9) Each fills our souls with divine love (1 John 5:1; 2:15; 2 Cor. 5:14; 1 Cor. 16:22; Rom. 

15:30; Col. 1:8; Deut. 6:5). 

(10) Each gives divine law (Ps. 19:7; Isa. 11:8; Ezek. 2:4; Gal. 6:2; Col. 3:16; Rev. 2:18; 

Rom. 8:2; 2 Peter 1:21; Acts 13:2; James 4:12). 

(11) Each dwells in believers‘ hearts (1 Cor. 14:25; John 1:3; Eph. 3:17; Col. 1:27; 1 John 1:3; 

John 14:17; 2 Cor. 13:14; Isa. 57:15). 

(12) The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are, each by Himself, the supreme Jehovah and 

God: (a) ‗I am Jehovah thy God‘ (Exod. 20:2); (b) ‗Jehovah our God‘ (Isa. 4:3; cf. Matt. 

3:3) and ‗the Highest‘ (Luke 1:76; and Matt. 10:11); (c) ‗Jehovah God‘ (Ezek. 8:1, 3) and 

‗the Highest‘ (Luke 1:35). Yet God is one (Deut. 6:4). 

To summarize Bickersteth: each Person, has the same attributes. The persons concur in mind, 

will and heart, personally distinct yet harmonious, and performing the same works. They have 

some of the same names. They are to be worshiped equally. 

Explicit Trinitarian Belief, Confession and Proclamation before Nicea AD 325 

There is, of course, no formal theological dogma of the Trinity in the New Testament. As we 

have already seen, however, the history recorded there of Jesus‘ words, promises and fulfillments 

about the Holy Spirit, and His own names, words, works and claims about and for Himself, 

created the atmosphere in which the primitive Christian teachers thought. In this climate of 

reflection, Father, Son and Holy Spirit were regarded—in the very texts of the Gospels and 

Epistles—as together constituting the one God. Did the Christians who lived in the second and 

third centuries, however, see these connections and believe, confess and proclaim a triune God—

either implicitly or explicitly? 

The writers immediately after the apostles, and for several generations, were so pressed by 

other concerns that they did not engage in doctrinal speculations about the Trinitarian formula of 

baptism and Trinitarian benediction in the New Testament. Neve says: 
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[T]hey used the Trinitarian formula; but this formula did not provoke them to discussion 

of the relation of the three to each other. Concerning Christ‘s relation to the Father we 

can only say that they regarded Christ as the Son of God, and ascribed to Him those 

attributes which can be predicated of God alone. And with Father and Son, the Holy 

Spirit is mentioned in so many cases.
16 

He adds: ‗It must be admitted that the language of the Post-Apostolic Fathers was frequently 

binitarian [i.e. Father and Son are God]. The Spirit was taken as the Spirit of Christ as in 2 

Corinthians 3:17. But with this they did not mean an actual identification of the Spirit with the 

Son. It was simply an abbreviation in expression. There was the natural difficulty of speaking of 

the Holy Spirit in hypostatic [personal] terms‘ (heightened by the fact that pneuma, spirit in 

Greek, is a neuter noun).
17

 

Neve is correct in saying that, within the Godhead, the presence of the Son is more easily 

found than the Holy Spirit in Christian literature coming from those centuries; there is an explicit 

‗binitarianism‘ and an implicit ‗trinitarianism‘. The equality of the Spirit with the Son and the 

Father is present but not advertized, so to speak. 

The earliest: post-New Testament Christian writing, the Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians 

(about AD 95), closes with a benediction similar to Paul‘s, and like some of Paul‘s, omits the 

Holy Spirit: ‗The grace of our LORD Jesus Christ be with you and with all men who have been 

called by God‘, and so on.
18

 

Justo L. Gonzalez, in his justly acclaimed History of Christian Thought, says: ‗Clement‘s 

doctrine of God is clearly Trinitarian, in the sense that several Trinitarian formulas appear in the 

Epistle.‘
19

 

Shortly thereafter Polycarp of Smyrna,
20

 just before his execution by fire, prayed: ‗I glorify 

thee, through the eternal and heavenly high priest, Jesus Christ, thy beloved Servant, through 

whom be glory to thee through him and the Holy Spirit both now and unto the ages to come.‘
21

 

Perhaps the most explicitly Trinitarian statement from the Fathers of the earliest epoch is that 

of Athenagoras. He was an Athenian philosopher who had embraced Christianity and wrote A 

Plea For The Christians which was presented to the Emperors Aurelius and Commodus about 

AD 177. He is competently judged ‗one of the ablest of the early Christian Apologists‘. The 

editor of the Plea for the Christians, in the second volume of Ante-Nicene Fathers, heads the 

tenth chapter, ‗The Christians Worship the Father, Son and Holy Ghost‘. In this chapter of less 

than 300 words, Athenagoras confesses and teaches both a biblically informed and sophisticated 

monotheism and doctrine of a triune God approaching the quality of the fourth and fifth century 

                                                           
16 J. L. Neve, A History of Christian Thought, vol. i (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1946), p. 106ff. 

17 ibid., p. 107. 

18 Clement of Rome to the Corinthians, from The Apostle Fathers by J. B. Lightfoot, 1898, p. 85. 

19 Justo L. Gonzalez, A History of Christian Thought I (Nashville: Abington Press, 1970), p. 64. 

20 Died AD 155 in very old age. 

21 From The Martyrdom of Polycarp, as cited by Thomas Oden, The Living God, Systematic Theology I 

(San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1992), p. 210. 
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creeds. I quote the short chapter in full, as both interesting and instructive, and decisive on the 

question raised in this part of the present chapter. 

That we are not atheists, therefore, seeing that we acknowledge one God, uncreated, 

eternal, invisible, impassible, incomprehensible, illimitable, who is apprehended by the 

understanding only and the reason, who is encompassed by light, and beauty, and spirit, 

and power ineffable, by whom the universe has been created through His Logos, and set 

in order, and is kept in being—I have sufficiently demonstrated. [I say ‗His Logos‘], for 

we acknowledge also a Son of God. Nor let any one think it ridiculous that God should 

have a Son. For though the poets, in their fictions, represent the gods as no better than 

men, our mode of thinking is not the same as theirs, concerning either God the Father or 

the Son. But the Son of God is the Logos of the Father, in idea and in operation; for after 

the pattern of Him and by Him were all things made, the Father and the Son being one. 

And, the Son being in the Father and the Father in the Son, in oneness and power of 

spirit, the understanding and reason [nous kai logos] of the Father is the Son of God. But 

if, in your surpassing intelligence, it occurs to you to inquire what is meant by the Son, I 

will state briefly that He is the first product of the Father, not as having been brought into 

existence (for from the beginning, God, who is the eternal mind [nous], had the Logos in 

Himself, being from eternity instinct with Logos [logikos]; but inasmuch as He came 

forth to be the idea and energizing power of all material things, which lay like a nature 

without attributes, and an inactive earth, the grosser particles being mixed up with the 

lighter. The prophetic Spirit also agrees with our statements. ‗The LORD,‘ it says, ‗made 

me, the beginning of His ways to His works.‘ The Holy Spirit Himself also which 

operates in the prophets, we assert to be an effluence of God, flowing from Him, and 

returning back again like a beam of the sun. Who, then, would not be astonished to hear 

men who speak of God the Father, and of God the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and who 

declare both their power in union and their distinction in order, called atheists? Nor is our 

teaching in what relates to the divine nature confined to these points; but we recognise 

also a multitude of angels and ministers, whom God the Maker and Framer of the world 

distributed and pointed to their several posts by His Logos, to occupy themselves about 

the elements, and the heavens, and the world, and the things in it, and the goodly ordering 

of them all.
22 

There should be no doubt, therefore, that, from the very first, Christianity has affirmed the 

‗essential‘ unity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit on the level of ‗being‘ (to use an English word) 

though also in some mysterious sense also three. As good a brief guide to early patristic thought 

on the subject as I know of is fourteen pages on ‗The Three and the One‘ by Jaroslav Pelikan.
23

 

Old Testament Preparation for Revelation of ‗God in Three Persons, Blessed 

Trinity‘ 

The Old Testament prepared for revelation of the triunity of the Godhead by dropping hints, 

raising questions and posing problems, which suggest or point up the need for the New 

Testament revelation. The commonest name for God‘ (‘elohim), appearing in the first sentence in 
                                                           
22 Athenagoras, A Plea for the Christians, ANF vol. ii, pp. 133, 134. 

23 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Emergence of the Christian Tradition vol. i (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 

1971), pp. 211–225. 
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the Bible, is a plural form. The sense, however, is almost always singular, when used of the God 

of the Bible. Once (Gen. 35:7), however, the Hebrew would normally be translated, apart from 

the context, ‗the gods were revealed to him‘, even though the one true God is meant. Also, 

several times God refers to Himself as ‗us‘ (Gen. 1:26; 3:22; 11:7; Isa. 6:8) and there are 

contexts wherein God, in a puzzling manner, seems to be more than one person (see Gen. 18:2, 

16; 19:2; Isa. 44:6). Psalm 110:1 is a special case, because Jesus commented on the verse to 

prove that it is not improper for people to call Him the Son of God (Matt. 22:41–46). None of 

these passages explicitly teaches a plurality of persons in the Godhead, but it is not far-fetched 

(as Jesus‘ use of Psalm 110:1 shows) to challenge teachers, who reject the Trinity, to provide a 

better explanation of the verses. 

A startling, impressive passage, (Isa. 63:7–10), brings the LORD (Jehovah), ‗the angel of his 

presence‘ and ‗his Holy Spirit‘ together. And in another passage, we read, ‗ ―I have been there‖. 

And now the Lord GOD has sent me, and his Spirit‘ (Isa. 48:16). If the One who refers to 

Himself as ‗I‘ and ‗me‘ is the Servant of Isaiah (52:12–53:12), this text does indeed have a 

Trinitarian ring. 

Modern ‗scientific‘ exegesis, whether liberal or conservative, has a hard time following 

apostolic practice in interpreting many Old Testament references to ‗the spirit‘ or ‗the spirit of 

God‘ as designating the Holy Spirit, Third Person of the Godhead. The apostles do not hesitate in 

bringing New Testament history and revelation to Old Testament interpretation of this particular 

doctrine. They do not ‗read the New Testament into the Old‘, but they do bring light shed by that 

history when ‗the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son‘ (Gal. 4:4) to be ‗the Savior 

of the world‘, (John 4:42; 1 John 4:14) and the Son promised the coming of ‗the Spirit‘ who 

would proceed from the Father and the Son. By this means, the Old Testament is held to say 

much about the Holy Spirit. 

None of these Old Testament literary phenomena is sufficient ground for a doctrine of three 

persons in the Godhead. No Jew was looking for the God-man at Bethlehem, as far as we know, 

on the basis of any of these and similar passages. Yet the revelation of the Trinity furnishes a 

basis for a better understanding of these texts of the Old Testament than was possible before the 

incarnation of the Second Person of the Trinity and the special sending of the Holy Spirit at 

Pentecost. [Necessary limitation of the size of this book prevents incorporating lectures delivered 

in a seminary course in the Doctrine of the Holy Spirit at this point.] 

The New Testament Doctrine 

The Pole Star of all biblical teaching is the unity of God. Our Lord commented favourably on the 

Mosaic formula, ‗The LORD our God, the LORD is one‘ (Deut. 6:4; cf. Mark 12:28, 29), and His 

disciples, reared in the Mosaic Torah, never doubted it. They would never have followed a 

Messiah who announced a doctrine of tritheism (three gods) and neither they nor Jesus ever 

entertained such a repugnant pagan thought. 

As we have seen, recognition of three members of one Godhead was pressed upon the 

consciousness of the first Christians by events of salvation history. The New Testament, we 

should observe, was written some time after the deity of the Lord Jesus Christ and of ‗another 

Helper‘ had been thoroughly accepted. Thus numerous expressions occur on its pages which 

should be interpreted as referring to ‗persons‘ recognized by the early believers as God. These 
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three ‗persons‘ are ‗God the Father‘, ‗Christ who is God over all‘ and ‗the Holy Spirit … God‘ 

(see John 6:27; Rom. 9:5; Acts 5:3, 4). Of these ‗persons‘ there are three, no more, no less.
24

 

The distinction between the three members, each clearly regarded as God, can be 

demonstrated in several lengthy passages, Ephesians 1:3–14, for example. The most important of 

these lengthy passages is John 14, where the distinction between the three Persons is particularly 

apparent. 

Jesus, Himself, in speaking to the twelve apostles, after Judas‘ departure from the Upper 

Room, said, ‗I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper‘ (John 14:16, Comforter 

KJV). Then, after discussing the Spirit‘s coming and future relationship to believers, Jesus added, 

‗the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name‘ (v. 26). The unity of the 

Godhead is also there, for the coming of the Spirit is a spiritual coming of Christ (v. 18). Yet no 

discerning Bible reader will ever confuse the Persons of the Godhead on the ground of John 

14:18, however difficult of explication the doctrine of the spiritual presence of Christ may be.
25

 

There is one occasion, the baptism of Jesus, which provides all the most penetrating 

Unitarian critic could demand, by way of clear distinction between the three Persons (Luke 3:21, 

22; John 1:32–34; Matt. 3:16, 17; Mark 1:9–11). The incident must have importance to the 

Providence that inspired the Bible, for all four Gospels report it. We do not know how many 

people were present, but John the Baptizer was there and reported what he did, what he saw and 

what he heard (John 1:32–34). The two men entered the water and John baptized Jesus. (The 

mode of applying water to the subject is not relevant to the present discussion.) Then John saw 

the Spirit descending in the form of a dove and the voice of the Father was heard saying, ‗This is 

my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased‘ (Matt. 3:17). 

The essential, substantial unity of the Godhead is preserved in the New Testament, as well. 

There is only one God, not three gods. John 14:23, for example, states that when believers love 

Christ and keep His words, the Son and the Father come in the Spirit. In the same context, the 

coming of the Spirit is a coming of Christ (v. 18). Certain statements affirm the unity in even 

more specific language. The indwelling of ‗the Spirit of God‘ is the indwelling of ‗the Spirit of 

Christ‘ (Rom. 8:9). The argument of 1 Corinthians 3:16 draws a parallel between the indwelling 

of the Spirit in the church and the indwelling of the Old Testament temple by the God of the Old 

Testament, i.e. Jehovah. In John 10:30 Jesus says, ‗I and the Father are one‘. Therefore, the unity 

of the Godhead, presented in the New Testament, is something far deeper than emotion, 

sentiment, policy or opinion as when we speak of unity of feeling, thinking, plans, action or 

purpose among people. It is a unity in respect of being. The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit 

are not mere sharers of a category of being, as when we say each of three brothers is a man. They 

are one in being. 

There is no regular order employed in association of the names of the three. Because of our 

familiarity with the three names in the baptismal formula at Matthew 28:19 we do naturally think 

of the three as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, in that order. However, in the familiar benediction of 

2 Corinthians 13:14 the order is Christ, God (Father), Spirit. In Ephesians 4:4–6 the order is 

Spirit, Lord (Christ), Father.
26

 
                                                           
24 I put ‘persons’ in quote marks because that particular designation did not arise for several generations 

thereafter. 

25 See also John 15:26 and compare Luke 1:35. 

26 See also 1 Cor. 12:4–6; Jude 20, 21; Eph. 5:18–20; 2 Thess. 2:13, 14. 
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Nor do the relationships indicated by ‗Son of‘ and ‗Spirit of‘ indicate inferiority of being. 

The Son has the same power that the Father has, ‗For as the Father raises the dead and gives 

them life, so also the Son gives life to whom he will‘ (John 5:21). He also deserves the same 

honor: ‗that all may honour the Son, just as they honour the Father‘ (John 5:23). 

It is greatly to be regretted that some famous and influential theologians of our time 

apparently affirm the triune God but explain their doctrine in ways that deny the distinctness of 

the three Persons. They may endorse ancient creeds, but their ‗recitals‘ are doxological—a mode 

of religious confession made without actually intending exactly what one says. They bear no 

clear witness to the doctrine of ‗one substance but three persons‘, appearing to favour one 

substance, one person, three modes of working or some kind of ‗adoptionism‘. One of my best 

college professors thought he was orthodox, but confessed to me personally that the Father 

adopted the Son at His baptism. 

We must not be so cautious, however, that, while affirming the sameness of the three persons 

we fail to distinguish the differences of who they are and what they do within the Holy Trinity as 

persons. Many passages affirm that the Father sent or gave the Son (John 3:16; 1 John 4:10 for 

examples). No text says the Son sent the Father. Jesus said the Father would send the Spirit (John 

14:26) yet Jesus also said that He Himself would send the Spirit from the Father (John 16:7). 

Since AD 876 initially, and permanently since AD 1054, Christendom has been divided into East 

and West over ‗filioque‘ (and the Son), which the Westerners, in harmony with John 14:26, 

added to the ancient Nicene Creed.
27

 

Certain texts of the New Testament seem to provide a formula for at least a glimpse into the 

relations, both functional and immanent, of the three Persons. In explaining the meaningless 

vanity of idols Paul wrote, ‗yet to us there is one God, the Father, of [ek, out of] whom are all 

things, and we unto him; and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things, and we 

through him‘ (1 Cor. 8:6 ASV). The passage has the ring of a familiar formula of some kind. In 

this affirmation of monotheistic faith, there is no mention of the Holy Spirit. Paul completes the 

idea when he elsewhere writes, ‗through him [Christ] we … have our access in one Spirit unto 

[pros, to, toward] the Father‘ (Eph. 2:18 ASV). This suggests that the Father is the source in 

creation and redemption, the planner; the Son is channel or means, the mediator; the Spirit is 

agent, the applier. 

An examination of the doctrine of the triune God in Ephesians 1 yields similar results as 

regards the work of the Trinity in redemption. Here the Father, as source, is said to have chosen 

us, He being the One who planned redemption (Eph. 1:3–6); Christ the Son provides our 

redemption (vv. 7–13a); and the Spirit is the seal and earnest of fully applied redemption (vv. 

13b and 14). The correspondence with 1 Corinthians 8:6 and Ephesians 2:18 is not exact, but 

nearly so. 

These distinctions in the work of the Trinity are not absolute. John 3:16, for example, says 

God gave His Son, while Titus 2:14 says the Son gave Himself. 

We are also taught by New Testament examples to pray to the Father, in the Spirit, in the 

name of Jesus, the Son. This shows that, in our approach to the Godhead in worship and prayer, 

the distinct relationships of the three members should be acknowledged. 

At this point, our sketch of the New Testament teaching of a triunity, one God (one essence) 

and three Persons might have continued with a survey of proposals set forth by orthodox 

theologians to explain it. Some have been alluded to and more will yet appear in this study, but 

                                                           
27 Henry Bettenson, op. cit., note #3, pp. 36, 37. 
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with no attempt on my part to do so. Instead, I submit the opinion of several learned, orthodox 

scholars as to why the effort is largely unfruitful. First, after a rather complete survey of such 

efforts ancient and modern, George Christian Knapp (1770–1825) asserted: 

The conclusion is obvious that, while we are taught by the Scriptures to believe in three 

equal subjects in the Godhead, who are described as persons, we are still unable to 

determine in what manner or in what: sense these three have the divine nature so in 

common that there is only one God.
28 

A. H. Strong, perhaps the most influential Baptist theologian, devoted eight final pages of his 

lengthy treatment to develop the theme: ‗Inscrutable, yet not self-contradictory, this Doctrine 

furnishes the key to all other doctrines.‘
29

 Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758), in a celebrated essay 

on the Trinity, wrote: 

When we tell a child a little concerning God he has not an hundredth part so many 

mysteries in view on the nature and attributes of God and His works of creation and 

Providence as one that is told much concerning God in a divinity school; and yet he 

knows much more about God and has a much clearer understanding of Divinity and is 

able more clearly to explicate some things that were very dark and very unintelligible to 

him.
30 

Gregory Nazianzen (cited earlier), in one of his orations, declared that simple Christian believers 

were orthodox, even though not fully informed, often more so than speculative thinkers.
31

 

Augustine did not write his fifteen books on the Trinity to explain it rationally. On the one hand, 

he wrote them to show scoffing rationalists that it is not an irrational teaching, incapable of 

acceptance by ‗scientific‘ minds. On the other, he wrote to lead believers part way only to 

understand what they were being taught by the church, and further to follow the apostle Paul in 

his method of humble submission to Christ (he cites Col. 2:3; 1 Cor. 2:2, 3; 1 Cor. 3:1, 2). 

Jeremy Taylor (1613–1667), a noted English scholar in his day, wrote: 

He [who] goes about to speak of the mystery of the Trinity, and does it by words and 

names of man‘s invention, talking of essence and existence, hypostases and personalities, 

priority in coequality, and unity in pluralities, may amuse himself and build a tabernacle 

in his head, and talk something—he knows not what; but the renewed man, that feels the 

power of the Father, to whom the Son is become wisdom, sanctification, and redemption, 

in whose heart the love of the Spirit of God is shed abroad—this man, though he 

understand nothing of what is unintelligible, yet he alone truly understands the Christian 

doctrine of the Trinity.
32 

                                                           
28 George Christian Knapp, McClintock & Strong Cyclopedia vol. x (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1970), p. 

555. 

29 A. H. Strong, Systematic Theology (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1907), pp. 344–352. 

30 As cited by Strong, ibid., pp. 344–352, 

31 Jaroslav Pelikan, Christianity & Classical Culture (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1993), p. 175. 

32 Cited by A. H. Strong, op. cit., p. 352, as the closing of his lengthy section on the Trinity. 
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14 

The Triunity of the Godhead: Questions, Traditional Expressions, 

Illustrations, Values, Refinements, Cautions 

Questions 

How shall we interpret certain puzzling statements in the Bible about the Persons of the triune 

God? 

1. Why, if the Second Person is equal and co-eternal with the Father, is He very frequently 

called the ‗Son of God‘? 

To many Christian people, especially new believers and the young, this seems to indicate that the 

Son had a beginning in time. It seems to them to say the Son is derived somehow from the 

Father. On the contrary, in Hebrew usage, ‗son of‘, is used metaphorically, as often as not, to 

indicate something about the position, condition or nature of an object of discussion rather than 

its origin. 

Hebrew and Arabic are related Semitic languages and express similar outlooks. In Arabic 

abu (father) and bin (son) and um (mother) are almost identical with Hebrew for father, son and 

mother. In modern Arabic these words are used daily for relationships which may have nothing 

to do with derivation, physical or otherwise, but describe a whole range of relationships. The 

Hebraic use of the Bible is similar. 

Thus a literal rendering of the Hebrew of Genesis 7:6 says, ‗Noah was a son of six hundred 

years‘, i.e. 600 years old. Similarly, James and John were ‗Sons of Thunder‘, i.e. forceful in 

speech (though perhaps Jesus meant this facetiously), and so on. The people of Jesus‘ time 

understood Son of God to mean a divine person, not the offspring of God. So when Jesus 

accepted the accolade the Jew took up stones to stone Him for blasphemy (John 5:18), since they 

understood His claim but rejected it. ‗Son of God‘ in such a context means simply, divine 

person, a person who is God. Of course, when Luke, in a different context of discourse, says 

‗Adam, the son of God‘ (Luke 3:38) or the book of Job that Satan came among the ‗sons of God‘ 

(Job 1:6), something quite different is indicated. 

2. What does monogenēs (‗only begotten‘ in older Versions) mean when used of Christ‘s 

relation to the Father (John 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18 KJV; 1 John 4:9 KJV)? 

‗Only begotten‘ is a favourite expression of John, and only John with reference to Jesus. In 

English, ‗begotten‘ appears to be related to the word ‗beget‘, the function of a male parent in the 

conception of a child. The Greek word ‗begotten‘ also is similar in form to the word ‗beget‘. A 

majority of recent scholars regard it as firmly established, however, that the Greek word mono-

gen-es (‗only begotten‘) is not directly related to the word gennao, ‗to beget‘, but to gen-ēs, 

family, kind or class. Monogenēs, the word translated in older Versions ‗only begotten‘, means 

only-one-of-its-kind. So at John 3:16 and the other texts cited above, ‗only‘, or ‗unique‘, is the 

true sense, NASB margin renders, ‗unique, only one of His kind‘; NIV has ‗one and only‘; and 

ESV, RSV and NEB ‗only Son‘. This is how I was taught to believe by professors strongly under 

the influence of B. F. Wescott.
1
 

                                                           
1 The Gospel According to St. John and The Epistles of St. John. 
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The teaching that the Son is eternally being begotten, that is, in some sense drawing his 

divine being from the Father‘s divine being, is therefore not necessarily correct, say advocates of 

the modern view, though many notable orthodox writers have affirmed it. 

There has been a steady and, it seems, growing group of scholars who contend the old 

understanding of monogenēs as only begotten in the straightforward sense of the word is 

correct.
2
 Buechsel shows the classical sense meant of sole descent, i.e. without brothers or 

sisters, and this is apparently how early Greek-speaking Christians interpreted the word, hence 

‗only begotten Son‘. Buechsel affirms ‗the word can also be used more generally without 

reference to derivation in the sense of ―unique‖, ―unparalleled‖, ―incomparable‖ ‘.
3
 In the New 

Testament, he says, ‗it means ―only begotten‖ ‘ (no brothers or sisters) even in Hebrew 11:17, 

Luke 7:12 and Luke 8:42. Buechsel‘s evidences and arguments are quite convincing. David J. 

MacLeod
4
 devotes twelve pages to comparing the views, leading one to think that the ancient 

Fathers, who surely understood their own language as well as nineteenth- and twentieth-century 

scholars with their grammar books and concordances, were probably correct—that Jesus is 

eternally the monogenēs (only begotten) Son of the Father, and that a distinction between 

filiation (see below) and paternity in the Godhead is justified. 

3. In what sense is Christ the ‗Firstborn‘ or ‗first begotten‘ in Romans 8:29 and Hebrews 

1:6?
5
 

Again, Jewish custom and word-usage supply adequate answer. The first male child of a married 

couple was normally the heir. He had pre-eminent position and rights of primo-geniture in the 

family. So Christ is, of all God‘s creation, the one having pre-eminence. The term has nothing to 

say about the time of His origin. Note that ‗This day have I begotten thee‘ (Acts 13:32, 33; cf. 

Ps. 2:7 KJV) is usually understood as referring to the resurrection of Christ, and as demonstrating, 

or publicly declaring, His Sonship to the Father. Another interpretation of Acts 13:32, 33 applies 

‗raised up‘ (KJV) to bringing the Messiah ‗up‘, i.e. birth, life and the like. 

Some Traditional Expressions 

Several expressions have been traditionally employed to designate certain inner relations 

between the Father and the Son, and the Father and Son with the Spirit. These expressions are 

the eternal generation of the Son by the Father and the eternal spiration (or procession) of the 

Spirit from the Father and the Son. They began to be employed about the time of the Council of 

Nicea (AD 325). They expressed in scriptural language the idea that the Son and the Spirit were 

eternally with the Godhead. John 1:14 (KJV) refers to our LORD as the ‗only begotten‘ of the 

Father. John 14:16, 26 and 15:26 speak of the Spirit as proceeding from the Father and the Son; 

likewise He is called the Spirit of the Father (Matt. 10:20) as well. 

                                                           
2 TWNT, iv, 738. 

3 ibid. 

4 Art., ‘The Trinity and Scripture’ in The Emmaus Journal, 11, 2, Winter 2002, pp. 127–129. 

5 Luke 2:7; Col. 1:5 and Rev. 1:5 present no problem. 
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According to the noted theologian of the Lutheran Church (Missouri Synod), Francis Pieper, 

these internal actions: 

are not common to all three Persons … but are ascribed only to one or two Persons. The 

generation of the Son is ascribed only to the Father, the spiration of the Holy Ghost only 

to the Father and the Son, and thereby the Father is revealed as a person distinct from the 

Son and the Holy Spirit as distinct from the Father and the Son.… This terminology is 

not meaningless jargon, but necessary theological apparatus. Of course, Christians might 

wish that the Church would never have been troubled by Unitarians and therefore would 

have had no occasion to formulate this terminology [He mentions several very technical 

Latin terms]. Christians say with St. Paul: ‗I would they were even cut off which trouble 

you‘ (Gal. 5:12). But … this terminology became necessary on account of the errors and 

the treachery of the heretics.
6 

Erroneous Views and Denials of the Trinity 

Since the second century, the usual way of introducing error into the church, in regard to the 

Trinity, has been openly to confess the Father, Son and Holy Spirit but to explain the confession 

in such a way as virtually to deny the orthodox doctrine. This most frequently has been done by 

affirming that the Three are manifestations in time of one Person who alone is God. God as 

united to and working through Jesus of Nazareth is Son; God as united to and working in the 

church is Spirit; in creating the heavens and earth He is Father. This was the ‗modalism‘ or 

‗economic trinity‘ of Sabellius (fl. AD 250). Somewhat earlier a simpler modalism was called 

monarchianism (i.e. only one ruler or God) because it held that the one God-Father suffered in 

Christ in human form. This was also known as patripassionism. 

Modalism, as discussed earlier, is still with us today. The notion that when God is creating 

He is called Father, when redeeming, Son, when comforting, Spirit, sounds so obviously correct 

that active-minded, intelligent people may even think of it without prompting—if they do not 

read all Scripture says about God, and forget what they learned in catechism or pastor‘s 

instruction class. This doctrine is patently unscriptural, rendering Jesus‘ many prayers to the 

Father ridiculous soliloquies and such scenes as the baptism of Jesus, with the descent of the 

dove and voice from heaven, impossible. 

The more forthright error is that of Arius of Alexandria, condemned at the Council of Nicea 

AD 325. He held that both the Son and the Spirit were themselves created by the Father, who 

only is an eternal being. Revived in Reformation times, the Socinians of that period, like Arius, 

held that Christ should be worshiped. Servitus, an anti-Trinitarian of the epoch, was unfortunate 

enough to be burned at the stake for his views, even though he died with words of worship for 

Jesus on his lips. Unitarians of recent times have honoured Jesus but neither worship Him nor 

pray to or through Him. The so-called ‗Jehovah‘s Witnesses‘ of our time aggressively distribute 

less-learned forms of Arianism to the doorsteps of millions around the world. 

The intransigence of orthodox people on this teaching may seem strange in our extremely 

accommodating and compromising, undogmatic times. It may seem excessive, and the language 

of the creeds and confessions may seem unnecessarily harsh in condemnation. If so, the words of 

Galatians 5:12, quoted above, may be recalled in defence of the intransigence and the severity, 

likewise the following. ‗No one who denies the Son has the Father‘ (1 John 2:23). ‗[E]very spirit 

                                                           
6 Francis Pieper, Church Dogmatics, i (St. Louis: Concordia Publ., 1950), p. 416, 417. 
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that does not confess Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist‘ (1 John 4:3). ‗If 

anyone has no love for the Lord, let him be accursed‘ (1 Cor. 16:22). Twice Paul pronounces the 

anathema on any who preach either a perverted or a contrary message as ‗gospel‘ (Gal. 1:8, 9). 

These scriptural pronouncements are at least as severe as the creed of Nicea, which closes: ‗And 

those that say ―There was when he was not,‖ and, ―Before he was begotten he was not,‖ and that, 

―He came into being from what-is-not,‖ or those that allege, that the Son is ―of another substance 

or essence‖ or ―created‖, or ―changeable‖ or ―alterable‖, these the Catholic and Apostolic 

Church anathematizes.‘
7
 

We have a Christian duty to shun professed Christians who reject the human incarnation of 

true God in our Lord Jesus Christ. Second John 1:7–11 teaches this. Verses 10 and 11 are 

particularly demanding of us: ‗If anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do not 

receive him into your house or give him any greeting, for whoever greets him takes part in his 

wicked works.‘ 

Illustrations and Analogies of the Trinity 

Illustrations of the Trinity, however helpful, are inevitably dangerous, for if carried beyond some 

very narrow area of the subject, they introduce denials of what must necessarily always remain a 

mystery. God cannot, of course, be one and three in the same sense. This is not the hard part. 

How can each person possess the whole being-essence-substance without dividing it or 

confusing themselves with one another? A friend of mine, and fellow Wheaton College 

professor, examined St Augustine‘s illustrations in de Trinitate (on the Trinity) and thought he 

found thirteen of them, all psychological and resting on the fact of mankind‘s bearing the image 

of God, which Augustine limited mainly to man‘s rational nature. His best one is the power of 

the soul to dialogue with itself.
8
 ‗I‘ ponder ‗me‘ when I inwardly reflect on any question, then 

objectively in a kind of third capacity—the neutral spectator—I render a decision. This is a ‗safe‘ 

illustration but the yield of understanding is small. 

Augustine was forty-six years old when he began to write De Trimitate, fifteen books
9
, and 

he worked on it sporadically for sixteen years—some of his best mature years. Before his time 

many had addressed the subject and he read everything he could lay his hands on in Latin. Early 

in the treatise he offered a clear summary of the Catholic (everywhere, always, by all) doctrine of 

the Trinity. It is compact and so well expressed that it deserves quoting in full. This translation is 

not that in NPNF but by Vernon J. Bourke, a Roman Catholic scholar. 

All those Catholic interpreters of the Holy Scriptures, Old and New, whom I have been 

able to read, and who have written before me about the Trinity, Who is God, have agreed 

in the following teaching which is in accord with the Scriptures. The Father and the Son 

and the Holy Spirit, of one and the same substance, in an inseparable equality, constitute 

(insinuent) a divine unity. Therefore they are not three Gods, but one God; although the 

Father has generated the Son, and so He, Who is the Father, is not the Son. And the Son 

is generated by the Father, and so He, Who is the Son, is not the Father. And the Holy 

                                                           
7 Henry Bettenson, Documents of the Christian Church (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1963), p. 36. 

8 James Orr, The Christian View of God and the World (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1947), pp. 217, 272. 

9 424 columns in NPNF 3. 
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Spirit is neither the Father nor the Son, but the Spirit of the Father and the Son, yet 

Himself co-equal with the Father and Son and belonging to the unity of the Trinity. Not 

that this same Trinity was born of the Virgin Mary, and was crucified and buried, under 

Pontius Pilate, rose again on the third day, and ascended into Heaven—but only the Son. 

Nor did this same Trinity descend in the form of a dove, upon Jesus when He was 

baptized (Matt. 3:16); or, on Pentecost, after the ascension of the Lord, when there came 

a sound from Heaven, as of a violent wind coming, and they were each of them settled 

upon with parted tongues as of fire—this was solely the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:2–4). Nor did 

this same Trinity say from the Heavens, ‗Thou art my Son,‘ either when He was baptized 

by John, or when the three disciples were with Him on the Mount (Matt. 17:5), or, when 

the voice sounded, saying, ‗I have both glorified it, and I will glorify it again‘ (John 

12:28); but that was only the voice of the Father, spoken to the Son; although the Father 

and the Son and the Holy Spirit, just as They exist inseparably, work inseparably. This is 

my faith, too, because this is the Catholic faith.
10 

This statement does not reflect cogitation of a philosopher but of a philosophically minded 

theologian,
11

 one who proceeded to write seven ‗books‘ on the scriptural basis for the Trinity 

doctrine before eight ‗books‘ of speculative reflection. He spoke from the ground of Scripture to 

correct merely speculative, reason-based theology. In his opening sentence, Augustine says: 

The following dissertation concerning the Trinity, as the reader ought to be informed, has 

been written in order to guard against the sophistries of those who disdain to begin with 

faith, and are deceived by a crude and perverse love of reason.
12 

A favourite illustration (or analogy) of the Trinity since the Middle Ages is water (one 

substance), present somewhere on earth in purity but in three forms at all times; that is to say, it 

exists in three modes, liquid, solid (ice) and gas (vapour). This illustration, which seems to 

clarify everything, quickly leads to denial of any Trinity at all in favour of Sabellian modalism. 

The favourite source for analysis as to the Trinity has been the nature of mankind. As 

frequently noted before in this chapter, Calvin began his Institutes with analogies between 

mankind and God, though mainly with reference to the single being of God not His threefoldness 

(Dreifaltegkeit, as the German ponderously expresses it). However, from Augustine onward to 

Edwards (who wrote an essay from the same outlook), man himself, in his non-physical side 

usually, but sometimes including his body, has seemed to some the probable key to 

understanding the mystery. Even the gifted English playwright and author of detective stories, 

Dorothy L. Sayers, tried her hand at this approach (The Mind of the Maker). Perhaps there is 

something to taunt the curious here in the rebellious youth both of Sayers and Augustine. At any 

                                                           
10 Vernon J. Bourke, Augustine’s Quest of Wisdom (Milwaukee: Bruce Publ., 1947), p. 204. 

11 ibid., p. 203. 

12 Augustine, On the Trinity i. 1.1, NPNF 3.17. 

Institutes John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 volumes 
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rate Sayers‘s effort prompted one of her youthful neighbours, after he became an Anglican 

prelate, to carry her argument into scholarly parlance with a bit of verve.
13

 

Nature pretty well fails to provide an illustration of the Trinity that does not also lead to error 

if followed seriously. Two diagrams have been widely accepted. The equilateral triangle, each 

side equal (Father, Son, Holy Spirit), each ‗containing‘ the triangle (God), is as good as any 

common figure. But do the sides each contain the whole? The ‗Shield of the Trinity‘ is the best 

diagram so far proposed. The ancient form of it, in which the writing, all in Latin, is here 

translated. It merits study. 

The Shield of the Trinity. 

 

There are many other illustrations. The inadequacies and dangers in them all underscore the 

essential, necessary, ineluctable mystery of the Trinity. It is a revelation. Like all revelations of 

God, Himself and His miraculous works—His eternity, omniscience, omnipotence, the creation 

of the world, future resurrection and judgment of all humanity—we know they are true, because 

God has told us about them. We carry rational understanding as far as our powers of thought and 

limitations of information take us, but ultimately we must stop in the presence of inscrutable 

mystery. 

Values of the Doctrine 

1. The triunity of God suggests an answer to the ancient question, ‗What was God doing before 

He created the world?‘ He was not preparing hell, as one facetious wag in Augustine‘s time 

suggested, for the over-curious, but engaged in loving, interpersonal intercourse within the 

Godhead. This may carry anthropopathism too far. It is a suggestion, not dogma. 

2. ‗It would be impossible‘, writes Buswell, ‗for our minds to grasp all of these facts 

centering in the atoning work of Christ, except in terms of the Triune Godhead. ―For God [the 

Father] so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son … that whosoever believeth in him 

[through the conviction and enabling of the Holy Spirit] should not perish‖ ‘, etc. (John 3:16). 

3. In an age of social emphasis in all realms of learning and action, a triad of persons rather 

than a monad gives greater appeal to the Christian faith. 

The value really cannot be overestimated. Christianity is in every way a Trinitarian faith. 

Definitions 

The Nicene Creed 

Many readers of this book do not attend churches where formal, explicit creeds are employed in 

instruction and worship. The Nicene Creed, as enlarged at Constantinople (381) and approved at 

Chalcedon (451) and as it is usually employed in Protestant churches, is therefore supplied as 

follows: 

                                                           
13 John Thurmer, Chancelor of Exeter Cathedral, A Detection of the Trinity (Exeter: The Paternoster Press, 

1984), 93 pages. 
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I believe in one God the Father Almighty; Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things 

visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten son of God, 

begotten of the Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very 

God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father; by whom all things 

were made; who, for us men and for our salvation, came down from heaven and was 

incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary, and was made man; and was crucified 

also for us under Pontius Pilate; he suffered and was buried; and the third day he rose 

again, according to the Scriptures; and ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand 

of the Father; and he shall come again, with glory, to judge both the quick and the dead; 

whose kingdom shall have no end. 

And I believe in the Holy Ghost, the LORD and Giver of Life; who proceedeth from the 

Father and the Son; who with the Father and the Son together is worshiped and glorified, 

who spoke by the prophets. And I believe in one Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church. I 

acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins; and I look for the resurrection of the 

dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen. 

The Definition of Chalcedon 

The Definition of Chalcedon, in recent translation, as it appears in Documents of the Christian 

Church, Henry Bettenson now follows: 

Therefore, following the holy Fathers [of AD 381 and 325], we all with one accord teach 

men to acknowledge one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, at once complete in 

Godhead and complete in manhood, truly God and truly man, consisting also of a 

reasonable soul and body; of one substance [homoousios] with the Father as regards his 

Godhead, and at the same time of one substance with us as regards his manhood; like us 

in all respects, apart from sin; as regards his Godhead, begotten of the Father before the 

ages, yet as regards his manhood begotten, for us men and for our salvation, of Mary the 

Virgin, the God-bearer [theotokos]; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, 

recognized in two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without 

separation; the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by the union, but rather the 

characteristics of each nature being preserved and coming together to form one person 

and subsistence [hypostasis], not as parted or separated into two persons, but one and the 

same Son and Only-begotten God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ; even as the prophets from 

earliest times spoke of him, and our Lord Jesus Christ himself taught us, and the creed of 

the Fathers has handed down to us.
14 

An important and influential book by R. J. Rushdoony,
15

 shows how this definition of the Trinity 

is the philosophical-theological-practical foundation of Western civilization. 

Inner Ontic Relations of the Triune God 

We understand that God is eternal, existing always before He created the universe, now and ever 

into the future. Time exists in Him, not the other way around. Furthermore, God is ‗blessed 

                                                           
14 Bettenson, op. cit., p. 73. 

15 R. J. Rushdoony, Foundations of Social Order, (P and R Publ. Co., 1968.) 
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forever‘, ‗blessed and only Potentate‘ with or without a creation, being under no necessity to do 

anything external to Himself—ever the only living and loving, active and knowing God, 

subsisting in three modes known in Scripture as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Thoughtful 

Christians must ask, ‗What was God doing eternally? What is the inner relation of Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit?‘ 

I fear that popular thinking about this question runs somewhat to the notion of a happy 

family, father, mother and offspring, as an answer. In post-Reformation times Jacob Boehme, 

Count Zinzendorf and Emmanuel Swedenborg put it just that way. The error is not quite 

innocent, but a harmful distortion, leading easily to merely sentimental, maudlin expressions of 

devotion and worship. The church seems always supplied with simple-minded, over-helpful, 

self-appointed teachers who furnish easily understood, cozy formulas to replace necessarily 

severe, distinct definitions. Some of these people organize themselves into translation 

committees that produce paraphrases masquerading as faithful translations. Thus, the doctrine of 

election has been expunged from one so-called Version. 

After all, not quite everything in theology and the Bible can be made perfectly simple; the 

Trinity of God is a great biblical mystery, utterly incommensurable with the created social 

setting whereby God chose for the human race to live together in small family units, to be 

fruitful, multiply and nourish itself. Late patristic theology employed the Latin word 

circumcessio, Greek, perichorēsis, meaning mutual interpenetration, for mutual relations of the 

Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The main idea in this construction is that each ‗person‘, 

while retaining its own special identity, is mutually ‗penetrated‘ (for want of a better term) by the 

other two. Several Roman Catholic theologians argue from these notions that the Trinity is a 

model for good family life and other social and political relationships. I have already expressed 

disapproval of all such efforts as pressing analogies and likenesses too far. In truth, all the terms 

perechorēsis and circumcessio provide is names for our ignorance (hardly biblical mystery) in an 

exalted area of reality too high for us likely ever to learn anything about. 

Heroes of Trinitarian Theology 

The churches of the East (Greek-speaking) and of the West (Latin-speaking) after Nicea (AD 

325), and for several, generations, refined a set of terms and understanding of them that defined 

orthodox belief regarding the internal, eternal relations of the triune God. This, as we have noted 

in earlier pages, passed on through medieval times, was accepted by the Reformers, both 

Lutheran and Reformed, as well as by Roman Catholic scholars of the time. That same 

orthodoxy was passed on to the Protestant denominations of America and is standard for all 

today. The Trinity is still (with the incarnation) the central mystery of Christianity. Though we 

do not end statements of doctrines with, ‗Let him be anathema‘, any longer, it is true that no one 

has a right to claim the name Christian who varies in any serious way from these definitions. 

This is true because they are firstly, biblical; secondly, they spell out in necessary rational ways 

how the Bible ought to be understood; and thirdly, they represent what the church through the 

ages has believed, taught, confessed and expressed in hymn and liturgy. The theology of 

orthodoxy is the doctrine of the churches‘ hymnbooks, lectionaries, printed liturgies, sermons 

and manuals for instruction. 

We ought to honour the saintly, thoughtful and courageous men of God who pounded out 

those expositions which led to the Athanasian (so-called) and Chalcedonian reformulations of 

Nicea. Precedence of honour should go to Athanasius (died AD 373), whose chequered career at 

Alexandria was a life of sharp conflict with errors. ‗Athanasius against the world‘ is a proverbial 
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expression. Athanasius was a fervent and consistent advocate of the Nicene theology during the 

critical first forty years when there was great opposition—even among some dissembling clergy 

who had voted for it in AD 325. We have already devoted some attention to Augustine of Hippo, 

whose long life ended in AD 430, shortly before the Council of Chalcedon. He benefited from 

predecessors whose work he consciously summarized and perfected for the Western church all 

that preceded in his great work, De Trinitate (concerning the Trinity), composed in the years 

400–418/19. 

Special honour goes to three contemporary clergymen of Cappadocia. They are Gregory of 

Nazianzus (died AD 389), Basil the Great, bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia (died AD 389), and 

Basil‘s brother Gregory, bishop of Nyssa (died 395). Recent studies point out how the latter two 

were influenced and instructed by their oldest sister, Macrina. 

To the three Cappadocians should be added as ‗the Fourth Cappadocian‘, Macrina (the 

younger) … named for their grandmother.… Not only was she, according to Gregory‘s 

accounts, a Christian model for both of them by her profound and ascetic spirituality, but 

at the death of their parents she became the educator of the entire family, and that in both 

Christianity and Classical culture. Through her philosophy and theology, Macrina was 

even the teacher of both of her brothers, who were bishops and theologians, ‗sister and 

teacher at the same time‘ [he adelphe kai didaskalos], as Gregory calls her.… Adolph 

von Harnack once characterized The Life of Macrina by Gregory of Nyssa as ‗perhaps the 

dearest and purest expression of the spirituality of the Greek Church‘.
16 

The three Cappadocians are remembered particularly for defining the relation of the Holy Spirit 

to the Godhead. They are commonly regarded as being among the chief artisans of terms and 

architects of the final form of the doctrine of the Trinity, especially as regards the relations of the 

three ‗subsistences‘ to one another within the one ‗essence‘ of God as well as external relations. 

It is customary to call the former the immanent or ontological relations of the Trinity and the 

latter external, emanent or economic relations. 

Jaroslav Pelikan pays special honour to Bernard of Clairvaux in defining the mysteries of the 

incarnation and the Holy Trinity.
17

 For Bernard, says Pelikan, ‗The Trinitarian confession was 

fundamental not only to Christian faith, but also to Christian life, for each person of the Trinity 

has a special relation to the disciple of Christ‘.
18

 Further, for Bernard, ‗The doctrine of the 

Trinity was not a speculative construct, or an exercise in dialectical subtlety, but a soteriological 

necessity‘.
19

 

Final Words of Caution About the Vocabulary of Trinitarian Theology 

The distinctive ‗personal‘ features of each of the three are best not called attributes, but 

properties. The three ‗persons‘ are said to be ‗three modes of subsistence‘ or ‗of existence‘ of the 

Godhead. The word mode here has no reference to the false notion that Father, Son and Holy 

                                                           
16 Jaroslav Pelikan, Christianity and Classical Culture (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1993), p. 8. 

17 The Growth of Medieval Theology 600–1300, vol. ii of The Christian Tradition, pp. 144–151. 

18 ibid., p. 145. 

19 ibid., p. 146. 
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Spirit are three modes by which a ‗unitarian‘ God makes Himself known or acts in creation and 

redemption. Mode in the sense approved here has continuous precedents going clear back to the 

immediate post-Nicene period. 

Latin terms employed for the sense in which God is one, anglicized or translated, are essence, 

substance, nature and our word being. In the East, the Greeks preferred the word ousia that 

means being and physis, which is translated nature. Each of these words is necessary in precise 

discussion of the doctrine of God to the present day. Otherwise, we have no clear language to 

answer the current heresies such as denial of the Trinity in ‗Jehovah‘s Witnesses‘ and perversion 

of it in Mormonism—to say nothing of liberalism. 

Terms for the sense in which the Godhead is three were, in the West, mainly persona or 

person and subsistence. Though the word came to mean role or part played in a drama, persona 

is literally the Latin word for a mask representing an individual played by an actor. Later 

subsistence was used in the same sense as person or even ‗mode of subsistence‘ by orthodox 

authors. 

On ‗Person‘ in Trinitarian Definition 

It is to stand history of language on its head, however, to begin our understanding of the three 

divine ‗persons‘ with contemporary understanding of what a person or personality is. In veritable 

fact the word entered the English language from the ancient Christian use of the Latin word 

persona, meaning the mask which actors (always male) in Roman dramatic plays put over their 

faces to represent the individual man or woman or other being portrayed by the actor. persona in 

Latin translates Greek prosopon (face), the idea being that the face or similitude of a priest, a 

farmer, a beautiful maiden, or a dog or donkey indicated the part being played by the actor who 

played it. 

The idea that certain ‗attributes of personality‘ (emotion, intellect, will or whatever) or 

‗centre of consciousness‘ as we think of today as constituting a person or personality did not 

belong to the word originally at all. 

So the creedal formula ‗one nature, or substance; three persons or hypostases‘ does not, in 

first instance, mean three centres of individual consciousness such as father, mother and child in 

a family of three. 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary person was ‗in earliest use, the human being 

acting in some capacity, personal agent or actor, person concerned‘ (Compact Ed., p. 2140). The 

first occurrence cited by the Oxford English Dictionary dates to AD 1225 in which it indicated 

‗an individual human being, a man, woman or child‘, as distinguished from a thing or animal: 

that is, a man or woman of distinction. Apparently the latter is about the sense of James (with 

respect of persons, en prosopolempsiais, James 2:21 KJV) and Peter (1 Peter 1:17) ‗without 

respect of persons‘. The Greek elements mean, ‗to receive the face (prosopon) of someone‘, and 

so in the Old Testament, where often the word ‗person‘ translates the Hebrew word for face 

(Lev. 19:15; Deut. 1:17; Ps. 82:2). 
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The Oxford English Dictionary also, very briefly, defines person ‗in general philosophical 

sense; a self-conscious or rational being‘ and the only quotations are from Christian theological 

discourse, specifically creeds and dogma. 

So, let us heartily sympathize with Augustine in his dilemma. One of the finest American 

authors of the history of doctrine said: 

Respecting the Trinity, Augustine insists on the divine unity. His mode of presenting this 

doctrine is in contrast with that of Gregory of Nyssa and the later Nicaeans, and is akin to 

that adopted by Athanasius. The distinction of persons is limited to their relation to one 

another. There is but one substance or essence, and when we speak of ‗three persons‘, it 

is only because we lack words to express the distinction between the Father and the Son, 

and between the Holy Ghost and the Father and the Son. ‗Certainly there are Three‘ … 

Yet when it is asked, what Three, human language labors from great poverty of speech. 

We say ‗three persons‘, not that it may be so said, but that we may not keep silence.
20 

‗Person‘ had none of the psychological overtones it now has—a cause of considerable 

misunderstanding among uninstructed Christians who want to think of the Godhead as three 

members of a cozy family. In the Greek East the word was hypostasis. Unhappily that word 

would normally be rendered substance (what stands under), the Latin word for the one nature of 

the one God. It is no wonder it took half a century to clear up communication between East and 

West after Nicea. 

The distinctive personal property (not attribute) of the Father is said to be, of course, 

paternity. This has reference negatively to the fact that He has ‗unbegottenness,‘ (Gr. agennēsia, 

not to be confused with agenēsia, which means without beginning, possessed by each member of 

the Trinity). Therefore, there was confusion over that too. It was held that His relation to the Son 

is eternally that of Father. The Son has been eternally begotten by the Father—no reference to 

the incarnation. Moreover, begotten does not mean ‗created‘, for the Son has the same eternal 

nature as the Father. 

The distinctive property of the Son is said to be filiation, from Latin filius, son, hence being a 

Son. This indicates a precedence of the Father to the Son in their eternal relation.
21

 The Father-

Son relation (1) is an act of divine spirit; (2) implies the Father and the Son are of the same 

essence; and (3) is an eternal generation. 

Since the Holy Spirit is said in Scripture to proceed from the Father (John 15:26) and the Son 

(John 14:26), His distinct property is eternal procession. Sometimes the word spiration is used. 

                                                           
Oxford English Dictionary The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary 

20 George Park Fisher, History of Christian Doctrine, 2nd ed. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1896, 1927), p. 

178. The quote from Augustine in De Trin V. i. 9. 

21 ‘A Defence of the Doctrine of the Eternal Subordination of the Son’, by Stephen D. Dovach and Peter 

R. Schemm, Jr, Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, vol. 42, no. 3, pp. 461–476, traces the 

rather steady support of this variety of ‘subordinationism’ in the imminent Trinity—as opposed to the 

economic Trinity—from earliest times to the present. Feminist theologians dislike it because they think 

it supports the principle of subordination of authority of wives to husbands. Millard Erickson and J. O. 

Buswell are recent theologians who quite exceptionally reject any precedence of the Father to the Son. 
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Procession from the Father and the Son is His distinctive property, though there is not unbroken 

assent to the Spirit‘s procession from ‗the Son‘. 

These terms will not appeal to everyone. We do not live in a very reflective age. Even the 

ancient Christian scholars who first employed them in theology had difficulty at first in 

explaining them fully to one another and in keeping them straight. The special vocabulary was 

nevertheless necessary to keep the church from returning to polytheism, pantheism, dualism and 

Judaism in its doctrines, even while using scriptural words and phrases in sermons, hymns and 

prayers. They are no less necessary in our age of impatience.
3
 

 
 
 
 
  

                                                           
3 Robert Duncan Culver, Systematic Theology: Biblical and Historical (Ross-shire, UK: Mentor, 2005), 53–

121. 
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DOGMATIC THEOLOGY4
 

4 Trinity in Unity 

 

Preliminary Considerations 

It has been remarked in the investigation of divine nature that the doctrine of the Trinity, 

though not discoverable by human reason, is susceptible of a rational defense when revealed. 

This should not be lost sight of, notwithstanding the warning of the keen Dr. South (sermon 43) 

that ―as he that denies this fundamental article of the Christian religion may lose his soul, so he 

that much strives to understand it may lose his wits.‖ 

It is a noticeable fact that the earlier forms of trinitarianism are among the most metaphysical 

and speculative of any in dogmatic history. The controversy with the Arian and the Semiarian 

brought out a statement and defense of the truth, not only upon scriptural but ontological 

grounds. Such a powerful dialectician as Athanasius, while thoroughly and intensely scriptural, 

while starting from the text of Scripture and subjecting it to a rigorous exegesis, did not hesitate 

to pursue the Arian and Semiarian dialectics to its subtlest fallacy in its most recondite recesses. 

If anyone doubts this, let him read the four Orations of Athanasius and his defense of the Nicene 

Creed. In some sections of Christendom, it has been contended that the doctrine of the Trinity 

should be received without any attempt at all to establish its rationality and intrinsic necessity. In 

this case, the tenets of eternal generation and procession have been regarded as going beyond the 

scriptural data and, if not positively rejected, have been thought to hinder rather than assist faith 

in three divine persons and one God. But the history of opinions shows that such sections of the 

church have not proved to be the strongest defenders of the scriptural statement or the most 

successful in keeping clear of the Sabellian, Arian, or even Socinian departure from it. Those 

churches which have followed Scripture most implicitly and have most feared human speculation 

are the very churches which have inserted into their creeds the most highly analytic statement 

that has yet been made of the doctrine of the Trinity. Nicene trinitarianism is incorporated into 

nearly all the creeds of modern Christendom; and this specifies, particularly, the tenets of eternal 

generation and procession with their corollaries. The English church, to whose great divines 

Hooker, Bull, Pearson, and Waterland scientific trinitarianism owes a very lucid and careful 

statement, has added the Athanasian Creed to the Nicene Creed. The Presbyterian churches, 

distinguished for the closeness of their adherence to the simple Scripture, yet call upon their 
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 William Greenough Thayer Shedd and Alan W. Gomes, Dogmatic Theology, 3rd ed. (Phillipsburg, N.J.: P & R Pub., 2003), 219-

311. 
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membership to confess that ―in the unity of the Godhead there be three persons, of one 

substance, power, and eternity: God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. The 

Father is of none, neither begotten nor proceeding; the Son is eternally begotten of the Father; 

the Holy Spirit   p 220  eternally proceeding from the Father and the Son‖ (Westminster 

Confession 2.3). 

In discussing the subject of the personality of God (pp. 171–72), we have seen that this 

involves three distinctions in the infinite essence. God cannot be self-contemplating, self-

cognitive, and self-communing, unless he is trinal in his constitution. The subject must know 

itself as an object and also perceive that it does. This implies, not three distinct substances, but 

three distinct modes of one substance. Consequently, divine unity must be a kind of unity that is 

compatible with a kind of plurality. The unity of the infinite being is triunity or Trinity. God is a 

plural unit. 

The attempt, therefore, of the deist and the Socinian to construct the doctrine of divine unity 

is a failure because it fails to construct the doctrine of divine personality. Deism, with 

Socinianism and Islam, while asserting that God is personal, denies that he is three persons in 

one essence. It contends, by implication, that God can be self-knowing as a single subject merely 

without an object, without the distinctions involved in the subject contemplating, the object 

contemplated, and the perception of the identity of both. The controversy, consequently, is as 

much between the deist and the psychologist as it is between him and the theologian. It is as 

much a question whether his theory of personality and self-consciousness is correct as whether 

his interpretation of Scripture is. For the dispute involves the necessary conditions of personality. 

If a true psychology does not require trinality in a spiritual essence in order to its own self-

contemplation, self-knowledge, and self-communion, then the deist is correct; but if it does, then 

he is in error. ―That view of divine nature,‖ says Smith (Faith and Philosophy, 191), ―which 

makes it inconsistent with the incarnation and Trinity is philosophically imperfect, as well as 

scripturally incorrect.‖ 

 

Divine Unity and Trinality: An Overview 
In speaking of divine unity, therefore, a peculiar kind of unity is intended, namely, a unity 

that is trinal. And when divine trinality is spoken of, a peculiar kind of trinality is intended, 

namely, a trinality that constitutes only one essence or being. As a unity which excludes trinality 

is not meant, so a trinality which excludes unity is not meant: ―When I say ‗one,‘ the number of 

the Trinity does not disturb me, which does not multiply the essence nor change it nor divide it. 

Again, when I say ‗three,‘ the concept of the unity does not censure me, which does not confuse 

those three entities or those three beings nor reduce them into singularity‖
1
 (Bernard, On 

Consideration 5.8). 

Consequently, in reference to God, we may not discuss mere and simple unity, nor mere and 

simple trinality; but we must discuss unity in trinality and trinality in unity (see Athanasius, 

Against the Arians 4.13–14). We may not think of a monad which originally and in the order of 

nature is not trinal, but becomes so. The instant there is a monad there is a triad. Neither may we 

think of a triad which originally and in   p 221  the order of nature is not a monad, but becomes so. 

The instant there is a triad, there is a monad: 

                                                           
1
 1.  Cum dico unum, non me trinitatis turbat numerus, qui essentiam non multiplicat, non variat, nec partitur. Rursum, 

cum dico tria, non me arguit intuitus unitatis, quae illa quaecumque tria, seu illos tres, nec in confusionem cogit, nec in 
singularitatem redegit. 
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I praise you, O Monad, I praise you O Triad 
A monad you are, being a triad; a triad you are, being a monad

2 
—Synesius 

The Christian Trinity is not that of Sabellius and Pythagoras, namely, an original untrinal 

monad that subsequently, either in time or in the order of nature, becomes a triad: whereby four 

elementary and constituent factors are introduced into the problem, namely, one essence and 

three additional persons. God is not one and three, but one in three. There is no primary monad, 

as such, and without trinality, to which the three distinctions are adjuncts. There are only three 

constituent factors in the problem. For the essence has no existence outside of and apart from the 

three persons, so as to constitute a fourth factor in addition to these three. The monad, that is, the 

essence, never exists in and by itself untrinalized, as in the Sabellian theory and in the 

Pythagorean scheme of the tetractys, adopted by Coleridge (Works 5.18–19, 404). It exists only 

as in the persons, only as trinalized. The essence, consequently, is not prior either in the order of 

nature or of time, to the persons, nor subsequent to them, but simultaneous with them. Hence, the 

essence is not one constituent factor by itself apart from the persons, any more than the persons 

are three constituent factors by themselves apart from the essence. The one essence is 

simultaneously three persons, and the three persons are one essence. The Trinity is not a 

composition of one essence with three persons. It is not an essence without distinctions united 

with three distinctions, so as to make a complex. The Trinity is simple and incomplex. ―If,‖ says 

Twesten (Dogmatik 2.229), ―we distinguish between the clearness of light and the different 

degrees of clearness, we do not imply that light is composed of clearness and degrees of 

clearness.‖ Neither is God composed of one untrinal essence and three persons. 

It follows, consequently, that we cannot discuss divine unity by itself, exclusive of trinality, 

as the deist and the Socinian endeavor to do. Trinality belongs as necessarily and intrinsically to 

divine unity as eternity does to divine essence. ―If,‖ says Athanasius (Orations 1.17), ―there was 

not a blessed Trinity from eternity, but only a unity existed first, which at length became and 

grew to be a Trinity, it follows that the holy Trinity must have been at one time imperfect and at 

another time entire; imperfect until the Son came to be created, as the Arians maintain, and then 

entire afterward.‖ 

The necessary connection between divine unity and divine trinality is like that between 

divine essence and divine attributes. God‘s essence is not prior to and separate from his 

attributes. He is never an essence without attributes. The essence and its attributes are 

simultaneous and inseparable. God cannot be conceived of as developing from an essence 

without attributes into an essence with attributes. He is not essence and attributes, but essence in 

attributes. The whole essence is in each attribute; and the whole essence is also in each trinitarian 

person. As we cannot logically conceive of and discuss divine essence apart from divine   p 222  

attributes, so we cannot logically conceive of and discuss divine unity apart from divine trinality. 

The unity of God is unique. It is the only unity of the kind. An individual man is one; and any 

individual creature or thing is one. But there are others like it, each of which is likewise 

numerically one. God is not merely one, but the only one; not merely unus,
3
 but unicus.

4
 He is 

not one of a species or one in contrast with another of the same kind. God is one God and the 
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only God. The notion of the unique must be associated with that of unity in the instance of the 

Supreme Being. 

God is not a unit, but a unity. A unit, like a stone or a stick, is marked by mere singleness. It 

admits no interior distinctions and is incapable of that inherent trinality which is necessary to 

self-knowledge and self-consciousness. Mere singleness is incompatible with society, and 

therefore incompatible with divine communion and blessedness. God is blessed only as he is 

self-knowing and self-communing. A subject without an object could not experience either love 

or joy. Love and joy are social. They imply more than a single person. 

The scriptural doctrine of divine plenitude favors distinctions in divine essence. Fullness of 

being implies variety of existence. A finite unit has no plurality or manifoldness. It is destitute of 

modes of subsistence. Meagerness and barrenness mark a unit; opulence and fruitfulness mark a 

unity. This plērōma
5
 or plenitude of divine essence is spoken of in the following: ―filled with all 

the fullness of God‖ (Eph. 3:19) and ―the fullness of the Godhead‖ (Col. 1:19; 2:9). Ambrose 

(Concerning Faith 5.1) marks the distinction as follows: ―Singularity pertains to the person, 

unity pertains to the nature.‖
6
 Says Twesten (Dogmatics 2.228), ―so far as plurality lies in the 

idea of the Trinity, it is not contradictory to the unity belonging to divine essence, but only to 

that solitariness which cannot be harmonized with the living plenitude and blessedness which are 

ascribed to God in revelation and which God possesses in himself and independently of the 

finite.‖ Owen (Doctrine of the Trinity Vindicated) remarks that ―it may be true that in one 

essence there can be but one person, when the essence is finite and limited, but not when the 

essence is infinite.‖ The following from Lessing (Education of the Human Race §73) is 

remarkable, as coming from one who would not be supposed to have devoted much study to 

metaphysical trinitarianism: 

What if this doctrine [the Trinity] should bring us to see that God cannot possibly be one in the 

sense in which finite things are one; that his unity must be a transcendental unity that does not 

exclude a kind of plurality (Mehrheit)? Must not God have, at least, an absolutely perfect idea 

(Vorstellung) of himself; that is, an idea in which is contained all that is in himself? But would all 

that is in himself be contained in this idea if it included merely the notion or bare possibility of 

his necessary and actual existence, as well as of his attributes? Possibility might exhaust the 

nature of his attributes, but does it that of his necessary and actual existence? It seems to me that 

it would not. Consequently, God must either have no perfect idea or image of himself or else this 

perfect idea is as necessarily actual [i.e., objectively real] as he himself is. The image or 

representation of myself in a mirror, it is true, is nothing but an empty and unreal image of me, 

because it has in it only so much of me as is reflected by the rays of light falling   p 223  upon the 

mirror. But if this image contained all—all without exception—which I myself contain, would it 

then be a mere empty and unreal representation; or not rather a true duplication of myself? If, 

now, I affirm a similar self-duplication in God, I get perhaps as near to the truth as the 

imperfection of human language permits. And it is unquestionable that those who would make 

this idea which God has of himself level to the popular apprehension could not express it more 

appropriately and clearly than by denominating it a Son whom God generates from eternity. 

The argument for the truth and reality of the Trinity from the characteristics of the Christian 

experience is conclusive. There must be trinality in divine unity in order to the exercise of the 

peculiar affections in the Christian consciousness. The Christian experience as portrayed in the 

New Testament and as expressed in St. Paul‘s case, for example, is both impossible and 
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inexplicable without the three persons in the one God. St. Paul is continually alluding, in his 

hopes and joys, to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Abstract the Father, Son, and Spirit and leave 

merely a bare untrinal substance as the object of love, hope, and worship, and St. Paul‘s religious 

experience cannot be accounted for. If, from the common Christian consciousness, those 

elements should be eliminated which result from the intuition of the divine being as Creator, 

Redeemer, and Sanctifier, little would remain. Let anyone think away all of his religious 

experience that relates to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and retain only what relates to divine 

essence as a monad and untrinalized, and he will perceive how very much of his best religious 

experience grows out of trinitarianism and cannot grow out of Unitarianism. Men cannot and do 

not love, pray to, and adore a mere abstract infinite nature. They love, address, and worship 

certain persons in that nature. Upon this point, Frank (System of Christian Certainty §33) 

remarks as follows: 

God is the unity, the one being, who is the originating author and agent in the Christian 

experience. But this unity has trinality in relation to this experience. God in judgment causes the 

sense of sin and guilt; God in atonement expiates sin and guilt; God in regeneration and 

conversion removes sin and guilt. Here are three modes or forms of God. Yet it is one absolute 

personal God to whom the Christian owes all this. In such way and to this extent, the Christian is 

assured, by means of redemption and the objects of faith implied in it, of God as the triune God. 

Although trinal, divine essence is simple, not compound. In this respect, the unity of the 

finite spirit resembles that of the infinite. The spirit of man is not composed of two substances. It 

is homogeneous. It is all spirit. A material unity is complex, being composed of a variety of 

elementary substances. Hence, there are varieties of matter, but not of spirit. By reason of its 

incomplexity and simplicity, divine essence is indivisible. Not being made up, as matter is, of 

diverse parts or properties, it cannot be divided or analyzed into them: ―The nature of the Trinity 

is denominated simple, because it has not anything which it can lose and because it is not one 

thing and its contents another, as a cup and the liquor, or a body and its color, or the air and the 

light and heat of it‖ (Augustine, City of God 11.10). 

The doctrine of divine unity, in opposition to polytheism, is taught in the Scriptures: ―The 

Lord our God is one Lord‖ (Deut. 6:4); ―the Lord is God, and there is none else‖ (1 Kings 8:60); 

―beside me there is no   p 224  God‖ (Isa. 44:6); ―the Lord our God is one Lord‖ (Mark 12:29); ―I 

and my Father are one (hen)‖
7
 (John 10:30); ―there is none other God but one‖ (1 Cor. 8:4); ―one 

Lord, one God and Father of all‖ (Eph. 4:6); ―God is one‖ (Gal. 3:20). No sin is more severely 

prohibited and threatened than the worship of idols. 

The rational proofs of divine unity are the following: (1) Unity is implied in the idea of God 

as the most perfect being. Each of his infinite perfections excludes a second of the kind. There 

cannot be two eternal beings, two omnipotent, two supreme, two self-existent, etc. ―Hence,‖ says 

Aquinas (Summa 1.11.3), ―the ancient philosophers, as if compelled by the truth, in postulating 

an infinite principle (principium), postulated only one such principle.‖ Turretin (3.3.7) cites 

Pythagoras, Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Epictetus, and Seneca as teaching the unity of the Supreme 

Being: the Father of men and of the gods.
8
 (2) The unity and harmony apparent in the created 

universe demonstrate divine unity. There would be two conflicting plans had there been two 

creating architects. 
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Scriptural Evidence for the Doctrine of the Trinity 

The doctrine of the Trinity is one of revelation, not of natural religion, and therefore the first 

work to be done respecting it is to deduce it from the language of Scripture. It is not directly 

formulated as an affirmative proposition in any single text if 1 John 5:7 is spurious. But it is 

indirectly formulated in some texts and taught part by part in many others. To collect, collate, 

and combine these is to construct the dogma biblically. 

There are two general classes of trinitarian texts: (1) those which mention all of the three 

persons of the Godhead and (2) those which teach the deity of one or another of the persons 

singly. 

Texts of the first class are the following. The account of the baptism of Christ in Matt. 3:16–

17 mentions three persons. A person speaks from heaven, saying: ―This is my beloved Son.‖ The 

person who is spoken of in this address is the ―beloved Son‖ and another than the person 

speaking. The ―Spirit of God‖ who descended like a dove, alighting upon the Son, is still a third 

person, differing from the other two. The person who speaks is not seen. The person spoken of is 

seen and stands in the waters of Jordan. A third person is also seen, but in the form of a dove 

descending from heaven. It was a saying current in the days of the Arian controversy: ―Go to the 

Jordan, O Arian, and you will see the Trinity.‖ The term spirit in this instance does not denote 

some property or influence of God, because to descend from heaven in a personal form and to 

take a personal attitude is never attributed in Scripture or anywhere else to an impersonal 

influence or attribute. 

The formula that Christ gave his apostles for administering baptism to believers mentions the 

three persons of the Trinity and thereby indirectly formulates the doctrine: ―Teach all nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit‖ (Matt. 28:19). 

The three are here represented as equal in dignity and authority. Whatever be the significance of 

baptism, no discrimination is made between   p 225  the relation which the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit sustain to it. But that baptism is the recognition of the divinity of the person in whose 

name it is administered is self-evident. Paul asks in amazement if the Corinthians were baptized 

in the name of Paul (1 Cor. 1:13). When it is said that the Israelites ―were all baptized unto 

Moses (eis ton mōysēn)‖
9
 (1 Cor. 10:2), the meaning is not that they were baptized unto the name 

(eis to onōa)
10

 of Moses, but with reference to (eis)
11

 the Mosaic doctrines and ritual, as persons 

were said to be baptized ―unto John‘s baptism‖ (Acts 19:3) in confirmation of their belief in John 

the Baptist‘s mission and preaching. 

The apostolic benediction mentions all three persons: ―The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and 

the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all‖ (2 Cor. 13:14). Here, the 

apostle expresses the desire that favor to the guilty through Christ as the mediator, from God the 

Father‘s love, may be made effectual by the Holy Spirit. Each person performs an office peculiar 

to himself. Three persons are mentioned in Eph. 4:4–6: ―There is one Spirit, one Lord, one God 

and Father of all‖; and in 1 Pet. 1:2: ―Elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, 

through sanctification of the Spirit, and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ.‖ 

There are, also, passages in which three persons are spoken of, who are distinguished from 

each other by certain acts which each performs and which could not be performed by a creature: 

―But when the Comforter is come, whom I will send unto you from the Father, even the Spirit of 
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truth which proceeds from the Father, he shall testify of me‖ (John 15:26); ―and I will pray 

(erōtēsō)
12

 the Father, and he shall give you another Comforter, that he may abide with you 

forever, even the Spirit of truth‖ (14:16). In the first of these, mention is made of the Comforter 

who is sent, of the Son who sends him, and of the Father from whom he proceeds. In the second, 

the same persons are mentioned, but the Father sends the Comforter. This is explained by the 

identity of essence in each person, whereby, in Scripture the same act is sometimes referred to 

more than one person: ―There are diversities of [spiritual] gifts (charismata),
13

 but the same 

Spirit. And there are differences of [ecclesiastical] administrations, but the same Lord. And there 

are diversities of [miraculous] operations (energēmatōn),
14

 but it is the same God who works all 

in all‖ (1 Cor. 12:4–6). Here, the gifts, administrations, and operations are such as could not 

proceed from a creature; and the three persons mentioned stand in the same relation to one 

another and to the gifts, administrations, and operations: ―For through him, we both have access, 

by one Spirit, to the Father‖ (Eph. 2:18); ―praying in the Holy Spirit, keep yourselves in the love 

of God, looking for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ‖ (Jude 20–21); ―grace be unto you from 

him that is and was and is to come and from the seven spirits that are before his throne and from 

Jesus Christ‖ (Rev. 1:4–5). The ―seven spirits‖ are the Holy Spirit designated by the Jewish 

sacred number, denoting infinite perfection. 

  p 226  The passages of the second general class, in which only a single trinitarian person is 

spoken of, will be presented under the heads of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

That the doctrine of the Trinity was taught in the Old Testament was generally maintained by 

the fathers, Schoolmen, and divines of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The language of 

Quenstedt expresses the common view of these authorities: ―As the mystery of the holy Trinity is 

proposed with sufficient clearness in the books of the Old Testament, so likewise from them 

alone the divinity of Christ and of the Holy Spirit and thus the whole mystery of the Trinity can 

be demonstrated against any opponents who concede the inspiration of the Old Testament‖ 

(Hase, Hutterus, 168). Calixtus questioned this position in 1645 and was answered by Calovius 

(for the exegesis of the fathers upon this point, see Irenaeus 4.10.11; Augustine, City of God 

16.6; Confessions 13.5; Speaker‘s Commentary on Gen. 1:26 and Isa. 32:1–2). Augustine 

contended that man was made in the image of the triune God, the God of revelation—not in that 

of the God of natural religion or the untriune deity of the nations. Consequently, it was to be 

expected that a trinitarian analog can be found in his mental constitution, which he attempted to 

point out. All acknowledge that divine unity has its correspondent in that of the human mind. But 

Augustine and the fathers generally go further than this. This, in their view, is not the whole of 

the divine image. When God says, ―Let us make man in our image, after our likeness,‖ they 

understood these words to have been spoken by the Trinity and of the Trinity, by and of the true 

God of revelation: the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, one God. How far Moses comprehended the 

full meaning of the divine teaching in these words is one thing. Who it really was that taught is 

another. The Apostle Peter asserts that the Old Testament inspiration was a trinitarian 

inspiration, when he says that ―the prophets who prophesied of the grace that should come, 

searched what the Spirit of Christ which was in them did signify, when it testified beforehand of 

the sufferings of Christ‖ (1 Pet. 1:10–11). (See supplement 3.4.1.) 

The doctrine of the Trinity is revealed in the Old Testament in the same degree that the other 

truths of Christianity are: not with the clearness and fullness of the New Testament, yet really 
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and plainly. God is trinal in the Old Testament; but with more vagueness than in the New. In the 

old economy only the general doctrine of three persons in the essence is taught. In the new 

dispensation, the characteristic differences between the three are specified. The New Testament 

formula of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, together with the other data connected with this, yields 

the peculiarities of generation and spiration, of filiation and procession, constituting a further 

development of the truth found germinally in the earlier revelation.
15

 Says Delitzsch (Old 

Testament History of Redemption, 178 [ed. Curtis]): 

The trinitarian conception of God is not a product of philosophical speculation, but the reflex, not 

only of the New Testament, but also even of the Old Testament facts of revelation. God and the 

Spirit of God are already distinguished upon the first page of the Holy Scriptures, and between 

both, the angel of God stands as the mediator of the covenant according to Gen. 16 and as the 

leader of Israel according to Exod. 14:19. The angel   p 227  of his presence according to Isa. 63:9 

is the Savior of his people. (See supplement 3.4.2.) 

The passages in the Old Testament that imply the doctrine of the Trinity are those in which 

God speaks in the plural number. Even if no weight be attached to the pluralis excellentiae
16

 in 

the name Elohim,
17

 yet when God himself employs the plural number in speaking of himself and 

his agency, it evidently supports the doctrine of personal distinctions in the essence: ―God said, 

Let us make man after our image‖ (Gen. 1:26); ―God said, Behold the man is become as one of 

us‖ (3:22); ―the Lord said, Let us go down and there confound their language‖ (11:7); ―whom 

shall I send and who will go for us?‖ (Isa. 7:8). The exegete would shrink from substituting ―me‖ 

for ―us‖ in these passages; as he would from substituting ―I‖ for ―we‖ and ―my‖ for ―our‖ in the 

sentence ―we will come unto him and made our abode with him‖ (John 14:23). And yet it would 

be proper to do so, if there really is only a single person in the Supreme Being. ―We might have 

supposed,‖ says Augustine (City of God 16.6), ―that the words uttered at the creation of man, 

‗Let us,‘ not Let me, ‗make man,‘ were addressed to the angels, had he not added, ‗in our 

image‘; but as we cannot believe that man was made in the image of the angels or that the image 

of God is the same as that of angels, it is better to refer this expression to the plurality of the 

Trinity.‖ This remark of Augustine contradicts the explanation of Philo and Maimonides, who 

say that God addressed the angels, associating them with himself. Justin Martyr (Trypho 62) 

finds the Trinity in this passage (cf. the introduction to Augustine‘s On the Trinity in Nicene 

Library 3.5). 

Of less logical value in themselves, yet having a demonstrative force in connection with 

other proofs, are the trisagion in Isa. 6:3 (―holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts‖) and the 

threefold address in Num. 6:24–26 (―the Lord bless you, and keep you; the Lord make his face to 

shine upon you; the Lord lift up his countenance upon you‖). Says Kurtz (Sacred History §46): 

This formula of benediction already contains the whole mystery of divine Trinity and of the 

redemption which was to be accomplished by it, in an undeveloped form or like a germ. It was 

designed to aid in connecting with the religious knowledge of the people a certain view, to be 

afterward rendered more distinct, of the personality of the one God unfolded in three persons and 

operating in a threefold manner in the work of human salvation. 
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Still more important than either of the two preceding classes of texts are those in which God 

is expressly distinguished from God as subject and object. The theophanies of the Old 

Testament, like the incarnation of the Son, are trinitarian in their implication and bearing. The 

narrative relating to Jehovah and Hagar in Gen. 16:7–13 is an example. Here, the person who is 

styled the ―angel (mal˒āk)
18

 of the Lord‖ in verses 7, 9, and 10–11 is addressed in verse 13 as 

almighty God (˒ēl):
19

 ―You, God,   p 228  see me.‖ God is thus a person who sends (―of the Lord‖) 

and a person who is sent (―angel‖). The theophany of Jehovah to Abraham described in 18:1–19 

is another example. Here, one of the ―three men‖ spoken of in verse 2 is denominated Lord 

(˒ădōnāy)
20

 in verse 3 and Jehovah in verse 13 and is described by Abraham as the ―judge of all 

the earth‖ in verse 25, before whom he himself is but ―dust and ashes‖ (v. 27). In verse 14 this 

Jehovah-Angel distinguishes himself from ―the Lord‖ (yhwh)
21

 by asking, ―Is any thing too hard 

for the Lord?‖ This could not be exchanged for: ―Is anything too hard for me?‖ The ―men‖ in 

18:22 are only two of the three. These two went toward Sodom, leaving Abraham standing 

before the third, who is called Jehovah. In 19:1 these two angels come to Sodom. The theophany 

of Jehovah to Lot in Gen. 19 is another example of the trinitarian distinctions. In verse 1 ―two 

angels‖ (lit., ―the two angels‖; see 18:22) are sent by ―Jehovah‖ (v. 13) to destroy Sodom. In 

verse 18 one of these angels is addressed as ―Lord‖ (˒ădōnāy).
22

 The Masoretes have the note 

qadeš (holy) to signify that ―Lord‖ is employed in the divine sense, not the ―profane‖ or human, 

as in 19:2 (―my lords‖). The context favors the Masorete view, because Lot‘s words to the Lord 

(19:18–22) and the Lord‘s words to Lot imply the deity of the angel: ―I will overthrow the city.‖ 

It is uncertain whether the Jehovah who ―went his way as soon as he had left communing with 

Abraham‖ (18:33) joins ―the two angels‖ that ―came to Sodom at even‖ (19:1) or whether one of 

these ―two angels‖ is Jehovah himself. One or the other supposition must be made The 

interchange of the singular and plural in the narrative is striking: ―It came to pass when they had 

brought them forth abroad that he said, Escape for your life. And Lot said unto them, Oh not so 

my Lord: behold now your servant has found grace in your sight. And he said unto him, See, I 

have accepted you; I will not overthrow the city of which you have spoken‖ (18:17–21). The 

theophany of Jehovah to Moses in Exod. 3 is another instance of the subjective and the objective 

God. The person described in verse 2 as ―the angel of the Lord‖ is denominated God (˒ĕlōhîm)
23

 

in verse 4 and ―the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob‖ in verse 6. 

Passages in the Old Testament speak of three persons in the Supreme Being: ―The Lord God 

and his Spirit have sent me [the Messiah]‖ (Isa. 48:16). In Hag. 2:4–5, 7 three persons are 

mentioned: ―The Lord of hosts,‖ his ―Spirit,‖ and the ―Desire of all nations.‖ If ḥemdat
24

 (v. 7) is 

rendered ta eklekta
25

 (Septuagint), still two divine persons are mentioned. This would prove 

distinctions in divine unity. Three persons bring Israel out of Egypt: God, the ―angel‖ of God 

(Exod. 3:2, 4; 23:20; 32:34), and the ―Spirit‖ of God (Isa. 63:7–14). 

Those passages in the Old Testament which ascribe divine names and works to the Messiah 

and divine operations to the Holy Spirit establish the doctrine of the Trinity by implication. 

These will be mentioned under the topics of the Son and the Holy Spirit. Edersheim (Life of 
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Jesus, app. 9), by quotations from the Targums, Talmuds, and older Midrashim, shows that 456 

passages in the Old Testament (75 from the Pentateuch, 243 from the Prophets, and 138 from the 

Hagiographa) are applied by   p 229  the rabbis to the Messiah. Among them are 2 Sam. 7:14 (―I 

will be his father and he shall be my son‖) and Ps. 2:7 (―you are my son, this day have I begotten 

you‖; cf. Heb. 1:5–6). 

The Jews learned from the Old Testament that the Holy Spirit is a person. When John the 

Baptist tells the Pharisees and Sadducees that one would soon appear among them who would 

baptize them with the Holy Spirit (Matt. 3:7–11), he did not explain who the Holy Spirit is. He 

spoke of an agent known to them. So also in the instance of Christ‘s promise to his disciples that 

he would send them the Comforter, the Holy Spirit (John 14:26; 15:13–14). But this presupposed 

knowledge must have been a common and current knowledge, derived from the Old Testament 

representations of God. 

Augustine (Confessions 13.5) finds the Trinity in Gen. 1:1–2. The ―beginning‖ he 

understands to be an agent, as in Rev. 3:14. In principio means ―by the Beginning,‖ that is, by 

means of him who causes to begin or originates: ―You, O Father, did create heaven and earth in 

him who is the Beginning of our wisdom, which is your Wisdom, of yourself, equal unto you and 

coeternal, that is, your Son.‖ Dorner (Christian Doctrine 1.346) quotes Deut. 32:39 in 

comparison with Exod. 3:14: The same being who says ―I am I‖ also says ―I am he.‖ 

Proper Use of Trinitarian Terminology 

The technical term Trinity is not found in Scripture; and neither is the term unity. The earliest 

use of the word is in Theophilus of Antioch (died 181 or 188), who remarks that ―the three days 

which were before the luminaries are types of the Trinity‖ (To Autolycus 2.15). The term triad is 

employed by Plotinus (died 270) and Proclus (died 485). Tertullian (died 220) employs the term 

trinitas. Origen (died 250) uses trias
26

 twice. Rufinus, in translating Origen, employs trinitas. In 

the fourth century triunitas appears. The Schoolmen discuss the triplicitas of divine nature in 

connection with the simplicitas (Baumgarten-Crusius, History of Doctrine 2.120). The word 

Trinity is the abbreviation of triunity. 

God is trinal (trinum), not triple (triplex) (cf. Augustine, On the Trinity 6.7). That which is 

triple is complex; it is composed of three different substances. That which is trinal is incomplex; 

it denotes one simple substance, having a threefold modification: ―We may speak of the trinal, 

but not of the triple deity‖ (Hollaz in Hase‘s Hutterus, 172). German Dreieinigkeit is more 

accurate than Dreifaltigkeit; and English triunity than threefoldness or triplicity. Dreieinheit 

comes still nearer to trinitas than does Dreieinigkeit. This latter leans toward tritheism in 

denoting a unity of will and affection, rather than of nature. Dreiheit denotes trinality only. 

The term person does not denote an attribute of the essence, but a mode of the essence, that 

is, a particular form of its existence, according to the term used by St. Paul in Phil. 2:6. It is 

proper to speak of a trinitarian mode, but not of a trinitarian attribute. A trinitarian person is 

sometimes defined as a ―relation‖ of the essence: ―It ought to be said that relations exist in God 

really‖
27

 (Aquinas, Summa 1.28.1). By a   p 230  ―relation,‖ here, is not meant an external relation 

of God to the finite universe, as when the essence is contemplated in relation to space and time 
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and the attributes of immensity and eternity are the result; but an internal relation of divine 

essence toward itself. It is the essence in a certain mode (e.g., the Father) as related to this same 

essence in a certain other mode (e.g., the Son). 

The clue to the right construction of the doctrine of the Trinity lies in the accurate distinction 

and definition of essence and person. The doctrine is logically consistent because it affirms that 

God is one in another sense than he is three and that he is three in another sense than he is one. If 

it affirmed unity in the same respect that it affirms trinality, the doctrine would be self-

contradictory. Says Conybeare (On Miracles): 

To assert that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are three distinct infinite beings, and yet but one 

being, is an express contradiction. To assert that they are three distinct beings, of which two are 

inferior and yet each is God, is either to use the term God equivocally in this case or else is an 

express contradiction. But to assert that there is but one divine nature or essence, that this 

undivided essence is common to three persons, that by person when applied to God we do not 

mean the same as when applied to man but only somewhat analogous to it, that we have no 

adequate idea of what is meant by the word person when applied to God and use it only because 

distinct personal attributes and actions are ascribed to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in 

Scripture, is no contradiction. We do not assert [without qualification and abstractly] that one is 

three, and three are one; but only that what are three in one respect may be one only in another. 

We do not assert that three beings are one being, that three persons are one person, or that three 

intelligent beings are one intelligent being (as the word person signifies when applied to men); 

but only, that in the same undivided nature, there are three differences analogous to personal 

differences among men; and though we cannot precisely determine what those differences are, we 

have no more reason to conclude them impossible than a blind man has to conclude the 

impossibility of colors because he cannot see them. 

Athanasius (Against the Arians 4.10) states the matter thus: 

We assert the unity of the Godhead as expressly and strenuously as the distinction and diversity 

of the persons. We believe the Father and the Son to be two, perfectly distinct from one another in 

their relative and personal characters; but withal we believe these two to be one God, one infinite 

essence or nature, the Son or Word begotten of the Father, united with him and inseparable from 

him in essence. And that illustration which we have so often made use of before, serves very well 

to explain our meaning, though by no means to explain the thing itself. Fire and light are truly 

distinct. The one is a body differently modified from the other, as is evident from their acting 

differently upon us. And yet they are one as to substance and general properties. For light is the 

issue of fire and cannot subsist separate from it. (See supplement 3.4.3.) 

God Is One in Respect to Essence 

The first proposition in the formulated statement of the doctrine of the Trinity is that God is 

one in respect to essence, denoted by the Greek   p 231  terms ousia,
28

 physis,
29

 and to on;
30

 the 

Latin terms essentia,
31

 substantia,
32

 natura,
33

 ens,
34

 and res;
35

 and the English terms essence, 
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substance, nature, and being. The Schoolmen and elder Protestant divines preferred the term 

essence to substance because the latter logically implies accidents or unessential properties, a 

distinction inapplicable to divine nature. Augustine (On the Trinity 5.2) asserts that accidents are 

not predicable of it. Another objection to the term substance is that in the Latin church substantia 

translated hypostasis
36

 as well as ousia
37

 and thus became ambiguous. The phraseology of the 

Nicene Creed contributed to this ambiguity. This creed condemns those who assert that the Son 

is ex heteras hypostaseōs ē ousias.
38

 The question is whether the two are synonymous. Petavius 

maintains the affirmative and asserts that the two terms were not discriminated technically until 

the Council of Alexandria in 362. According to him, the Nicene Creed condemns only one 

heresy, that of the Arians. Bull, on the other hand, maintains that the Nicene Council employed 

ousia
39

 to denote the essence and hypostasis
40

 the person and that the creed condemns two 

heresies: that of the Arians, who denied that the Son is from either the Father‘s essence or the 

Father‘s person, and that of the Semiarians, who denied that he is from the Father‘s essence but 

conceded that he is from the Father‘s person. The Semiarians did not directly say, as the Arians 

did, that the Son was a creation ex nihilo, but affirmed that he was derived from the Father‘s 

person in a peculiar manner, so as to resemble him in essence, but not to be identical. He was 

homoiousios
41

 but not homoousios.
42

 Athanasius employs both terms interchangeably: 

―Hypostasis
43

 is substance (ousia)
44

 and means nothing but simply being.‖ 

In the Latin church, substantia was employed to translate hypostasis
45

 and together with 

essentia to translate ousia:
46

 ―That which must be understood of persons, according to our usage, 

is to be understood of substances, according to the Greek usage: for they say three substances 

(hypostaseis),
47

 one essence, in the same way as we say three persons, one essence or substance 

(essentiam vel substantiam)‖
48

 (Augustine, On the Trinity 7.4); ―as from sapere
49

 comes 

sapientia,
50

 so from esse
51

 comes essentia;
52

 a new word indeed, which the old Latin writers did 

not use,   p 232  but which is naturalized in our day, that our language may not want an equivalent 

for Greek ousia‖
53

 (City of God 12.2). The same double use of substantia to denote either the 

person or the essence appears in the following statement of Anselm (Monologium, preface): 

―When I said that the most distinguished Trinity can be said to be ‗three substances,‘ I have 
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followed the Greeks, who confess ‗three substances in one essence,‘ by the same faith with 

which we confess three persons in one substance. For they signify in God through the word 

substance what we signify through the word person.‖
54

 Calvin (1.13.5) remarks upon this 

ambiguity as follows: ―When the Latins would translate the word hōorzousios,
55

 they called it 

consubstantial, signifying the substance of the Father and the Son to be one, thus using substance 

for essence. Whence also Jerome, writing to Damasus, pronounces it to be sacrilege to say that 

there are three substances in God; yet, that there are three substances in God, you will find 

asserted in Hilary more than a hundred times.‖ (See supplement 3.4.4.) 

Essence is derived from esse (to be) and denotes energetic being. (Augustine, On the Trinity 

5.2). Substance is from substare and denotes the latent potentiality of being. Reinhard defines 

thus: ―Divine substance is that nature in which inheres the infinite power of acting; essence is the 

complex of all infinite perfections.‖
56

 Similarly, Anselm (Monologium 16) defines the term 

essence: ―Therefore, this [essence] is supreme justice, supreme wisdom, supreme truth, supreme 

goodness, supreme blessedness, supreme eternity, power, and unity. This is none other than the 

supremely being, the supremely living, and so on.‖
57

 The term essence describes God as a sum 

total of infinite perfections; the term substance describes him as the underlying ground of infinite 

activities. The first is, comparatively, an active word; the last, a passive. The first is 

comparatively a spiritual; the last, a material term. We speak of a material substance rather than 

of a material essence. 

The term substance, in and of itself, is impersonal. It signifies bare and mere being. Whether 

it is self-conscious being must be determined by other considerations. Hence the doctrine of an 

infinite substance without that of three distinctions in it yields only the deity of pantheism. 

Infinite substance must be trinalized and exist as personal subsistences in order to personality. 

Trinitarianism is the surest support of the doctrine of divine self-consciousness. Says Nitzsch 

(Christian Doctrine §81): 

So long as theism merely distinguishes God from the world and does not distinguish God from 

God, it is constantly exposed to a relapse and transition into pantheism or some other denial of the 

absolute being. It is the doctrine of the Trinity alone that affords a perfect protection against 

atheism, polytheism, pantheism, and dualism. For the absolute distinction between divine essence 

and the world is more securely and firmly maintained by those who worship the Trinity, than by 

those who   p 233  do not. It is precisely those systems of monotheism which have in the highest 

degree excluded the doctrine of the Trinity and have prided themselves on this very account, the 

[pseudo-]Jewish and Muslim, for example, that have led to the grossest pantheism, on account of 

their barrenness and vacuity. 

Spiritual substance, both infinite and finite, requires to be personalized. In the instance of the 

infinite essence of God, this is done by the opera ad intra, the eternal generation and spiration. 

Without these eternal acts and processes, there would be only an impersonal monad, the 

substantia una
58

 of Spinoza. That immanent and necessary activity within divine essence 
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whereby the Father fathers the Son, and the Father and the Son spirate the Spirit, makes it to be 

self-contemplating, self-knowing, and self-communing. Destitute of this activity and these 

distinctions, the essence would be destitute of personality. In the instance of the finite nature or 

substance of man, this is personalized by temporal generation. The original unity, the one 

common nature in Adam, is divided and made to become millions of individual persons by this 

division and distribution. The original human nature, though having personal properties such as 

immortality, rationality, and voluntariness is nevertheless impersonal viewed as mere substance 

in Adam. Only as it is formed into distinct individuals by propagation is it personalized. In 

saying that the human nature in Adam is impersonal, the term is used comparatively. It is 

rational, spiritual, and voluntary substance—human nature, not brute nature or inorganic nature. 

It is capable of personality and thus is potentially personal; but it is not strictly and actually 

personal until by temporal generation it has become individual men. 

It is an incommunicable characteristic of divine essence that it can subsist wholly and 

indivisibly in more persons than one. This distinguishes divine nature from the human. The latter 

can exist in more persons than one, but not as an indivisible whole. It is divided into thousands 

and millions of individual persons, no one of whom has the whole undivided substance. A 

trinitarian person is the entire divine nature subsisting in a particular manner, namely, as Father 

or as Son or as Holy Spirit. A human person is a fractional part of the entire human nature 

subsisting in a particular manner, namely, as Peter or as James or as John. 

God Is Three in Respect to Persons 

The second proposition in the formulated statement of the doctrine of the Trinity is that God 

is three in respect to persons. This side of the doctrine is the most difficult to apprehend because 

analogies from the finite are difficult to find and, if found, are exceedingly recondite and 

abstruse. The human mind quite readily grasps the notion of substance and attributes. But the 

doctrine of ―subsistences‖ in the substance, of ―distinctions‖ in the essence, brings to view a 

species of existence so anomalous and singular that little aid can be derived from analogy. The 

distinction between the subject-ego and object-ego in human self-consciousness is probably the 

closest analog, but this itself is exceedingly   p 234  difficult of comprehension and is inadequate to 

fully explain divine self-consciousness. 

The difficulty in apprehending the idea of a personal subsistence is evinced by the 

inadequacy and ambiguity of the terms employed to denote it. The Greek trinitarians 

denominated a divine person hypostasis,
59

 to hypokeimenon,
60

 or prosōpon.
61

 The first is found 

in Heb. 1:3: ―the exact image of his person‖ (charaktēr tēs hypostaseōs autou).
62

 The last is 

found in Luke 12:56: ―face of the sky‖ (prosōpon tou ouranou).
63

 It was the term for the mask 

worn by an actor. The Sabellians employed it to denote a secondary and assumed phase of the 

supreme one in the economic Trinity which they asserted. It was never a favorite term with the 
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Catholic trinitarians, but whenever used by them denoted a primary and eternal mode of the 

essence. The Latin trinitarians employed the word persona. Sometimes substantia was 

employed. The ambiguity caused by the use of this latter word for person might have been 

avoided had they coined, as the Schoolmen did, the term subsistantia.
64

 The English terms are 

hypostasis, subsistence, distinction, person, relation, and mode. 

St. Paul (Phil. 2:6) defines a trinitarian person to be ―a form of God.‖ The rendering ―the 

form of God‖ (Authorized Version and Revised Version) is inaccurate, as morphē
65

 is 

anarthrous. There are three forms of God. The whole divine essence (ousia)
66

 subsisting 

(hyparchōn,
67

 not ōn)
68

 in the paternal form (morphē)
69

 is the first person, in the filial form is the 

second person, in the spirated or spirit form is the third person. The one undivided essence 

subsists in these three forms simultaneously and eternally and has no existence other than this 

trinal one. One of these original and eternal forms of God, namely, the Son, took ―a form of a 

servant,‖ still retaining his original divine form; and this form of a servant was ―a likeness of 

men‖; and this likeness of men involved a ―fashion‖ or bodily form (schēma)
70

 of a man. 

According to this representation of the apostle, a trinitarian person is an invisible form or mode 

of divine essence. It is not a material and bodily form, because it required to be incarnated in 

order to this. The Son of God while subsisting only as a particular eternal form of divine essence 

was as incorporeal and invisible as the other forms—the Father and the Spirit. 

The simultaneous existence of one and the same divine essence in three forms is possible 

because it is spiritual substance. In the instance of matter, three simultaneous forms necessarily 

imply three different things or substances. One and the same piece of clay cannot have three 

forms simultaneously. It can have them only successively. In order that there may be three 

different forms of clay simultaneously, there must be three different pieces of clay. But in the 

instance of mind or   p 235  immaterial substance, three simultaneous forms or modes do not 

necessarily imply three different minds or substances. One and the same entire mind may 

remember, understand, and will simultaneously. Memory, understanding, and will are three 

simultaneous forms or modes of one and the same mind or spirit. In self-consciousness, also, one 

and the same mind may be subject, object, and subject-percipient simultaneously. 

As previously remarked (p. 221), divine essence has no existence out of and apart from 

divine persons or forms. We are not to conceive of it as existing first in the order either of nature 

or of time, without trinality, and of three personal distinctions or forms being added to it. Neither 

are we to conceive of it as being transformed from an untrinalized to a trinalized state. From 

eternity, divine essence subsists in a trinal manner. The instant that it is one essence, it is three 

persons. To conceive of it as a mere monad, marked by singleness, is erroneous. 

Again, when it is said that there are three persons in one essence, it is not meant that the 

essence is a fourth thing, within which the three persons exist. This is precluded by the antithetic 

statement that the one essence is all in each of the three persons. Neither may we think of a 

trinitarian person as a part of divine essence existing in a peculiar mode. The Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit are each and simultaneously the whole divine essence; so that while there are three 

persons, there is but one essence. The reason of this is that eternal generation and spiration do 
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not create new essences, but only modify an existing one. When the Father generates the Son, he 

causes the whole of his infinite and eternal essence to be the essence of the Son. He does not 

cause a new and different essence from his own to be the Son‘s essence. And the same is true, 

mutatis mutandis,
71

 of the spiration of the Spirit by the Father and Son. This is imperfectly 

illustrated in the process of human self-consciousness. In self-contemplation, the subject-ego 

posits as the object-ego the one whole and undivided human spirit. In so doing, it does not create 

a second spirit but only modifies the existing spirit. The substance of the object-ego is 

numerically and identically the same as that of the subject-ego. The first ego, in the act of self-

beholding, may in a certain sense be said to communicate to or make common with the second 

ego, the entire substance of the human spirit. One and the same human spirit now ―subsists‖ in 

these two modes or distinctions. There are now two distinctions in one human mind.
72

 

An eternal essence can be communicated or made common to two divine persons without 

being created, even as an eternal attribute can be communicated without being created. Our Lord 

affirms that ―as the Father has life in himself, so has he given to the Son to have life in himself‖ 

(John 5:26). The attribute of self-existence is here represented as ―given‖ or communicated, not 

as created. The Father makes self-existing life a common quality between himself and his 

beloved Son in order ―that all men should honor the Son, even as they honor the Father‖ (5:23). 

  p 236  Accordingly, all trinitarian creeds are careful to affirm that divine essence is 

communicated in its entirety and that there is no division of it by the eternal generation and 

procession. A trinitarian person is not a fractional part of the essence. Augsburg Confession 1.1 

says that ―the churches use the name of person in that signification in which the fathers have 

used it to signify, not a part or quality in another, but that which properly subsists by itself.‖ ―A 

divine person,‖ says Fisher (Westminster Catechism, 6), ―is a complete, intelligent, and 

individual subsistence in the one undivided essence of God, which is neither a part of any other 

subsistence nor sustained by any other subsistence, and is distinguished from other subsistences 

by an incommunicable property.‖ A brief and convenient definition of a divine person is that of 

Hooker: ―The persons of the Trinity are not three particular substances, to whom one general 

nature [property] is common, but three [persons] that subsist by one substance, which itself is 

particular; yet they all three have it, and their several ways of having it are that which makes 

their personal distinction‖ (Polity 5.56). Says Owen (Trinity Vindicated 10.504), ―a divine person 

is nothing but divine essence, upon the account of an especial property, subsisting in an especial 

manner. In the person of the Father, there is divine essence and being, with its property of 

fathering the Son, subsisting in an especial manner as the Father.‖ The elder Protestant 

theologians and creeds defined a divine person to be a mode of subsistence marked by a certain 

peculiar characteristic: modus subsistendi,
73

 tropos hyparxeōs.
74

 Divine essence with the 

characteristic which Scripture denominates generating is the Father; the same numerical essence 

with the characteristic called filiation is the Son; the same numerical essence with the 

characteristic called procession is the Spirit. This peculiarity, which is called technically the 
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hypostatic character, constitutes the personality of a trinitarian person—that which distinguishes 

him from the others. And this personality of a trinitarian person must not be confounded with 

that of the essence. The paternity of the Father or the sonship of the Son is not the same thing as 

the personality of the Godhead. The hypostatic character is incommunicable. The Father cannot 

have filiation. The Son cannot have generation. And neither of them can have procession. Divine 

persons cannot exchange their modes of subsistence. The first person cannot be or become the 

third, nor the second the first. The most enigmatic part of the doctrine of the Trinity is in the 

hypostatic character. What is this paternity of the Father? and this filiation of the Son? and this 

being spirated or procession of the Spirit? Since revelation has given only the terms Father, Son, 

and Spirit with the involved ideas of paternity, filiation, and procession the human intellect can 

go no further toward a metaphysical explanation than these terms and ideas will yield materials. 

And this is not far. 

A divine person differs from a human person in the following respects. The substance of a 

human person is not the identical and numerical substance of another human person. Two human 

persons have the same kind of substance because they are constituted of fractional parts of one 

specific human substance or nature; but they do not have the same substance identically and 

numerically. That part of human nature which, by temporal generation, has been separated from 

the common nature and formed into the individual James is not the same identical and   p 237  

numerical thing as that other part of human nature which, by temporal generation, has been 

formed into the individual John. But the substance of one divine person is the substance of the 

others, both numerically and identically. In this instance, there is no division of substance. The 

whole undivided divine nature is in each divine person simultaneously and eternally. The 

modifying of divine nature by eternal generation and spiration does not divide the nature, as 

temporal generation does, but leaves it whole and entire, so that the substance of the begotten 

Son and the spirated Spirit is numerically and identically that of the unbegotten and unspirated 

Father. One human person exists externally to another and separate from him; but one divine 

person exists in another and inseparably from him: ―The Son can do nothing of himself [separate 

and in isolation], but what he sees the Father do: for what things soever he does, these also does 

the Son likewise‖ (John 5:19). One human person can exist without another; but one divine 

person cannot. 

Revelation clearly teaches that these personal characteristics are so marked and peculiar that 

the three divine persons are objective to each other. God the Father and God the Son are so 

distinct from each other that some actions which can be ascribed to the one cannot be ascribed to 

the other. The Father ―sends‖ the Son; this act of sending the Son cannot be attributed to the Son. 

The Father ―loves‖ the Son; this act of loving the Son cannot be ascribed to the Son. An 

examination of the Scriptures gives the following series of twelve actions and relations of the 

three trinitarian persons, which prove that they are objective to one another, that one may do or 

experience something that is personal to himself and is not personal to the others. One divine 

person … 

loves another (John 3:35) 

dwells in another (John 14:10–11) 

suffers from another (Zech. 13:7) 

knows another (Matt. 11:27) 

addresses another (Heb. 1:8) 
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is the way to another (John 14:6) 

speaks of another (Luke 3:22) 

glorifies another (John 17:5) 

confers with another (Gen. 1:26; 11:7) 

plans with another (Isa. 9:6) 

sends another (Gen. 16:7; John 14:26) 

rewards another (Phil. 2:5–11; Heb. 2:9) 

Here are twelve different actions and relations which demonstrate that the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit are not one and the same person. 

Such inspired representations involve more than official distinctions, as when one and the 

same person is a father, a citizen, and a magistrate. They imply that there are three in the 

Godhead, who are so objective to each other that each can say ―I‖ and may be addressed as 

―you.‖ The words of Christ in John 17:5 teach this: ―Now, O Father, glorify me with your own 

self, with the glory which I had with you before the world was.‖ ―The difference,‖ says Turretin 

(3.27.8), ―between one divine person and another is greater than the difference between the 

person and the essence. For the essence may be predicated of each and all the persons, but the 

personal characteristic cannot be predicated of any   p 238  person except the one to whom it 

belongs. The Father is God, the Son is God, and the Spirit is God; but the Father is not the Son, 

or the Son the Father.‖ A trinitarian person is not so comprehensive as the Godhead, because he 

does not possess the personal characteristics belonging to the other two persons. He is the 

essence with one personal peculiarity, while the Godhead is the essence with three personal 

peculiarities. A trinitarian person includes all that is in the unity, but not all that is in the trinality 

of God; all that is in the essence, but not all that is in the three modes of the essence. 

The trinitarian persons are not so real as to constitute three essences or beings. This is the 

error of tritheism. If ―real,‖ which is derived from res, be taken in its etymological signification, 

then the distinction is to be called modal, not real. A trinitarian person is a mode of a thing (res) 

and not another separate thing. To guard against the tritheistic inference from the etymological 

meaning of ―real,‖ the Catholic trinitarian affirms that there are not three different entities or 

things, but only one entity or thing in three modes of subsistence: ―A person is said to differ from 

the essence not really, that is to say essentially, as one thing differs from another. Rather, a 

person differs from the essence modally, as a mode [of existence] differs from a thing‖
75

 

(Turretin 3.27.3). (See supplement 3.4.5.) 

But here, again, it is necessary to guard against the error of Sabellianism, which may result 

from a false inference from the term mode. A mode, in the strict use of the term, is only a form of 

some part of a substance or ―thing.‖ Diamond, for illustration, is one mode of carbon; charcoal is 

another mode. Here is a substance in two modes. But the particles that constitute the bit of 

charcoal are not the particles that constitute the bit of diamond. Using the term in this sense, it 

would be an error to say that a divine person is a mode of the essence. For a mode, in this case, 

contains only a fraction of the common substance. The whole substance of all the carbon in the 

universe is not in any one piece of charcoal or of diamond, but only a portion of it. But the whole 

divine essence is in each trinitarian person or ―mode‖ of the essence. 
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Whether, consequently, the distinctions in the Godhead shall be called ―real‖ or ―modal‖ 

depends upon the error that is to be excluded by the term. As against Sabellianism, the 

distinctions are real and essential, that is, in and of the essence and not merely economic and 

official. For Sabellianism regards essence and person as identical and concedes no difference 

between them. ―Sabellius,‖ says Athanasius (Orations 4.9, 25), ―maintained that the Father and 

Son are one person; are personally one, appellatively two; are one essence with two names to it 

(to hen diōnymon).
76

 This made it impossible that either of them should be a person at all, unless 

the Father could be his own Son, and the Son his own Father. Had the Father and Son not been 

two persons, the Son would not have said, ‗I and the Father are one,‘ but ‗am one.‘ ‖ ―The 

declaration of the Son‘s unity with the Father, the Jews mistook, as Sabellius did afterward, for a 

declaration of his being the Father, the person of the Father himself‖ (Orations 4.17). Similarly 

Augustine (On the Trinity 5.9) remarks that the Sabellians must read the text thus: ―I and my 

Father   p 239  is one‖ instead of ―are one.‖ According to the Sabellian scheme, divine essence is 

unipersonal, single not trinal. There is only one divine essence and only one divine person. This 

essence-person viewed in a certain reference and acting in a certain economic manner is the 

Father, in another is the Son, in another is the Spirit. The quasi persons of Father, Son, and Spirit 

are only the single untrinal monad discharging three functions. The Sabellian Trinity is 

economic, that is, one of offices, as one and the same human person may be a citizen, a 

magistrate, and a parent. It is not an intrinsic and immanent Trinity, but one of manifestation 

only. It is not grounded in the divine constitution, but is assumed for the purposes of creation, 

redemption, and sanctification. God is not trinal per se, but only with reference to the creation. 

Originally, divine essence is untrinal and becomes trinal through its offices and functions. 

―Sabellius‘s Trinity,‖ says Neander (1.598), ―is transitory. When the purposes of its formation 

are accomplished, the triad is resolved again into the monad.‖ 

In opposition to this, the Scriptures teach that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are three 

persons independently and irrespective of creation, redemption, and sanctification. If God had 

never created the universe, but had existed alone from all eternity, he would be triune. And the 

three persons are so real and distinct from each other that each possesses a hypostatic or 

trinitarian consciousness different from that of the others. The second person is conscious that he 

is the Son and not the Father, when he says, ―O Father, glorify me‖ (John 17:5). The first person 

is conscious that he is the Father and not the Son, when he says, ―You are my Son, this day have 

I begotten you‖ (Heb. 1:5). The third person is conscious that he is the Spirit and neither the 

Father nor the Son, when he says, ―Separate me Barnabas and Saul for the work whereunto I 

have called them‖ (Acts 13:2). These three hypostatic consciousnesses constitute the one self-

consciousness of divine essence. By reason of and as the result of these three forms of 

consciousness, divine essence is self-contemplative, self-cognitive, and self-communing. Though 

there are three forms of consciousness, there are not three essences or three understandings or 

three wills in the Godhead because a consciousness is not an essence or an understanding or a 

will. There is only one essence, having one understanding and one will. But this unity of essence, 

understanding, and will has three different forms of consciousness: paternal, filial, and spiritual 

because it has three different forms of subsistence, namely, the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. If 

it had only one form of subsistence, as in the Sabellian scheme, it would have only one form of 

consciousness. It would exist only as a single subject and would have only a corresponding 

consciousness. But this would not be a full and true self-consciousness because this requires the 
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three distinctions of subject, object, and percipient-subject, which are not given in the Sabellian 

triad. 

It must be noticed that divine self-consciousness is not a fourth consciousness additional to 

the three hypostatic consciousnesses, but is the resultant of these three. The three hypostatic 

consciousnesses are the one divine self-consciousness, and the one divine self-consciousness is 

the three hypostatic consciousnesses. The three hypostatic consciousnesses in their combination 

and unity constitute the one self-consciousness. The essence in being trinally conscious as 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is self-conscious. As the one divine essence   p 240  is the same thing 

with the three persons, and not a fourth different thing by itself, so the one divine self-

consciousness is the same thing with the three hypostatic consciousnesses and not a fourth 

different thing by itself. In this way, it is evident that the three hypostatic consciousnesses are 

consistent with a single self-consciousness, as the three hypostases themselves are consistent 

with a single essence. There are three persons but only one essence, and three hypostatic 

consciousnesses but only one self-consciousness. 

Accordingly, having respect to the Sabellian heresy, the Catholic trinitarian affirms that the 

distinctions in the Trinity are essential, not modal. They are in and of the essence, in such a 

manner as to trinalize it. When, however, the heresy is at the other extreme and tritheism 

maintains that the distinctions are ―real‖ in the sense of constituting three separate things (res) or 

entities, the Catholic trinitarian denies this and affirms that a trinitarian person is not a second 

separate thing, but a ―mode‖ of one and the same thing. But as a mode, it is the whole thing, not 

a fraction of it. 

The word God sometimes denotes the Trinity, the entire Godhead, as in John 4:24 (pneuma 

ho theos)
77

 and 1 Cor. 15:28 (hina ē ho theos ta panta en pasin)
78

 The reference in these 

passages is not to one person in particular, but to the Supreme Being as conceived of in 

revelation, that is, as the triune God. In such texts, the term God ―is not to be considered 

hypostatikōs,
79

 as peculiarly expressive of any one person, but as ousiōdōs,
80

 comprehending the 

whole deity‖ (Owen, Communion with the Trinity 1.2). There is the same use of the word God 

for the Trinity in the line ―Praise God from whom all blessings flow.‖ The line following, ―Praise 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,‖ explains who ―God‖ is. The article is employed with theos
81

 in 

John 4:24 to denote the true God in distinction from a falsely conceived God, who is supposed to 

be local and to be worshiped at a particular point. Sometimes the term God denotes ―deity,‖ the 

abstract divine nature or essence, without reference either to the Trinity or to any particular 

person, as in John 1:1: ―The Word was deity‖ (theos ēn ho logos).
82

 St. John does not, here, say 

that the Logos was the Godhead or the Trinity, but that he was divine. Hence, theos
83

 is 

anarthrous
84

 (1) to denote divine nature in the abstract (cf. anarthrous pneuma
85

 in John 4:24) and 

(2) in order not to confound the person of the Logos with that of the Father, who in the preceding 

clause is designated by theon
86

 with the article. When the Father or Son or Spirit is denominated 
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theos,
87

 the word is used in the sense of deity, not of Trinity. (For a careful examination as to 

whether God denotes in Scripture the Trinity, the Father, the Son, or the Holy Spirit, see 

Augustine, On the Trinity 2–3.) 

  p 241  Characteristics of Trinitarian Persons: Internal and External 

There are two classes of characteristics by which the trinitarian persons are discriminated: (1) 

internal or notae internae
88

 and (2) external or notae externae.
89

 

The internal characteristics are those acts or activities of the Supreme Being which are within 

the essence and are confined to it. They are denominated opera ad intra,
90

 because they are not 

emanent or transitive acts that go out of and beyond divine essence and produce external 

results—such as the creation of a new substance from nothing, like that of the finite universe: 

―The internal works or actions of God are those which the persons perform and exercise one 

toward another‖ (Ursinus, Christian Religion Q. 25). The Nicene use of the term act applied to 

the generation of the Son denotes a constitutional and necessary agency and a consequent 

emanation of the essence, similarly ―as the sun is supposed to act in generating rays, fountains to 

act in generating streams, mind to act in generating thoughts, trees to act in generating branches, 

bodies to act in generating effluvia‖ (Waterland, Second Defence). The term activity is preferable 

to act to designate the eternal generation and spiration, because the latter more naturally denotes 

something that comes to an end, while the former denotes something continuous and unceasing. 

This immanent and constitutional activity belongs to divine essence, because it is spirit. 

Spirit, by its very nature, and especially the infinite and eternal Spirit, is active. Matter is dead; 

but mind is living. Spirit is energetic and self-moving; but matter is inert and moved. Hence God 

is frequently called in Scripture the living God (Jer. 4:2; Job 19:25; John 6:57). God swears by 

himself as the living one (Num. 14:21; Isa. 49:18; Jer. 22:24; Ezek. 5:11). Previous to creation 

and entirely irrespective of it, the deity is active in himself. God must not be conceived of, as in 

the pantheistic systems of India and Germany, as inert and slumbering prior to the work of 

creation, but from everlasting to everlasting he is inherently and intrinsically energic. There is 

nothing dead and immobile in the Godhead. Neither is there anything latent and requiring to be 

developed, as there is in the imperfect spirit of man. In the Scholastic phrase, God is absolutely 

pure act, without any potentiality.
91

 God is the same yesterday, today, and forever (Heb. 13:8). 

He is without variableness or parallax (James 1:17). And this is true of the immanent and 

constitutional activity of the divine essence in generation and spiration. These opera ad intra are 

an eternal and unceasing energizing and trinalizing of the essence, in and by those two acts 

whereby the Father communicates the essence with the Son, and the Father and Son 

communicate it with the Spirit. 

This constitutional and inherent activity of the divine essence has for its resultant the 

trinitarian distinctions. Divine nature energizes internally from eternity to eternity in two distinct 

manners and thereby is simultaneously and eternally three distinct persons: Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit—God unbegotten, begotten, and proceeding. Westminster   p 242  Confession 2.3 
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defines this internal activity in the terms of the Athanasian Creed: ―In the unity of the Godhead, 

there are three persons of one substance, power, and eternity: God the Father, God the Son, and 

God the Holy Spirit. The Father is of none, neither begotten nor proceeding; the Son is eternally 

begotten of the Father; the Holy Spirit eternally proceeding from the Father and the Son.‖ This 

marks off the persons. He who fathers is a different person from him who is born. He who 

proceeds is different from those from whom the procession issues. 

According to this statement, there are two internal marks or characteristics by which divine 

persons are distinguished from one another—generation and spiration or filiation and 

procession—according to the point of view that is adopted. Generation and spiration are 

subjective and active in signification. They denote the acts of a divine person or persons as 

related to another divine person. Filiation and procession are objective and passive in 

signification. They denote the results of the acts, that is, the eternal processes consequent upon 

them. The first person subjectively and actively generates the second person, and eternal filiation 

is objectively and passively the result or process ensuing from it. The first and second persons 

subjectively and actively spirate the third person, and eternal procession is objectively and 

passively the result. That internal energizing, or opus ad intra, which Scripture denominates 

―fathering,‖ modifies divine essence in a particular manner, and this resulting mode of the 

essence is denominated the Son of God. That other internal energizing, or opus ad intra, which is 

called ―spiration,‖ modifies divine essence in still another manner, and this resulting mode of the 

essence is denominated the Holy Spirit. The theological term spiration comes from the biblical 

term Spirit, appropriated to the third person. It is applied to him technically, with reference to the 

manner in which he has the essence: Spirit, because he is spirated.
92

 He is no more spiritual in 

substance than the Father or Son. But the essence is communicated to him by spiration or 

outbreathing (pneuma
93

 = spiritus = breath). 

The following particulars are to be carefully noticed. First, these internal acts or activities of 

generation and spiration, in divine essence, are not creative acts. They originate nothing external 

to God and other than God. They do not make a new essence, but only modify an existing one. 

When the Father generates the Son, he does not call another substance into existence from 

nonentity, as he does when he makes the universe. This is marked in the Nicene Creed by the 

clause begotten, not made. 

Second, these internal activities are not temporal and transient, but eternal and unceasing. 

They have neither beginning nor ending nor cessation. Neither of them is before the other in 

time. All are eternal and therefore simultaneous. The first person is not the eternal Father before 

the second person is the eternal Son. An eternal Father cannot exist before an eternal Son; if so, 

there would be a time when he is not the eternal Father. A divine person who has no son is not a 

father: hama patēr, hama huios
94

 (Athanasius). ―In this Trinity nothing is before or after, nothing 

greater or lesser, but all three persons are coeternal with themselves and coequal‖
95

 (Athanasian 

Creed 24). On account of the eternity and immutability of divine paternity and sonship, 

Athanasius   p 243  (Orations 1.21) argues that these are the truest and most proper paternity and 

sonship; of which human paternity and sonship are only finite and imperfect copies. For these 

relations, in the case of God, are necessarily and immutably distinct from each other; while in the 

case of man, they are not. A human person may be both a father and a son at the same time; but a 
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divine person cannot be. A human person may be a son and not a father and subsequently may 

become a father. But in the case of a divine person, no such change as this is possible. If a 

trinitarian person is a father, he is so eternally and immutably. If he is a son, he is so eternally 

and immutably. God the Father is never other than a father, and God the Son is never other than 

a son. 

Again, the three trinitarian persons, unlike three human persons, suppose each other and 

cannot be conceived of as subsisting independently and separately from each other. Three human 

persons exist side by side, separately and independently, so that if one or two of them are 

subtracted, the remaining person or persons are the same as before the subtraction. The 

personality of each is unaffected by that of the others. But in the instance of the three trinitarian 

persons, each is what he is in reference to the others, and if one be subtracted, the others 

disappear also. Abstract God the Father, and there is no God the Son left; abstract God the Son, 

and there is no God the Father left. And the same is true of God the Spirit. 

Third, they are necessary activities. It is as necessary, that is, it is as fixed in the nature and 

constitution of the Godhead, that from all eternity the Father should generate the Son, as that he 

should be omnipresent or omnipotent. ―What madness,‖ says Athanasius (Orations 3.63), ―is it 

to represent the Supreme Being as considering and consulting with himself, whether he shall 

provide and furnish himself with his own reason and intelligence. The Son of God is no mere 

voluntary or arbitrary effect of God‘s power, but the necessary issue of his nature and the Son of 

his substance.‖ Says Hooker (5.54), ―Whatsoever Christ has common unto him with his heavenly 

Father, the same of necessity must be given him, but naturally and eternally given, not bestowed 

by way of benevolence and favor.‖ The same is true of the spiration of the Spirit by the Father 

and Son. This, also, is a necessary and constitutional activity of divine essence. It is optional with 

God to energize externally, but not internally. The opera ad extra in creation and providence 

depend upon sovereign will. God might or might not create the universe, may or may not uphold 

it. But we cannot say that he may or may not be triune. That immanent and eternal activity which 

trinalizes the essence and results in the three trinitarian persons, being grounded in the very 

nature and constitution of the Supreme Being, must be. And yet this necessity is not that of 

external compulsion. It is like that of divine existence. It is not optional with God to exist. He 

must be. Yet he is not compelled to exist by external necessity. He exists willingly. And such is 

the necessity of the eternal generation of the Son and spiration of the Spirit. The Father, says 

Turretin (3.29.22),
96

 generates the Son ―not by the freedom of indifference, but of spontaneity.‖
97

 

  p 244  The difference between the relation of generation and spiration to the essence and to 

the persons, respectively, is important. The generation and spiration are out of or from (ek)
98

 the 

essence by (dia)
99

 the persons. The Son, though generated by the Father, issues from the essence. 

He is a form or mode of the essence, not a form or mode of the Father. The first person generates 

the second person not out of his own personal characteristic of paternity, but out of the essence 
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itself. In generation, the first person does not communicate his hypostatic character, namely, his 

fatherhood, to the Son, but the whole undivided essence. The Son is theos ek theou,
100

 the 

essence in the filial form or mode emanating from the essence in the paternal form or mode. 

Again, the Spirit, though spirated by the Father and Son, yet proceeds not from the Father 

and Son as persons but from divine essence. His procession is from one, namely, the essence; 

while his spiration is by two, namely, two persons. The Father and Son are not two essences and 

therefore do not spirate the Spirit from two essences. Yet they are two persons, and as two 

persons having one numerical essence spirate from it the third form or mode of the essence—the 

Holy Spirit: their two personal acts of spiration concurring in one single procession of the Spirit. 

There are two spirations, because the Father and Son are two persons; but there is only one 

resulting procession (see Turretin 3.31.6). According to the Greek view of the procession of the 

Spirit, there is only one act of spiration, that of the Father; so that there is one spiration and one 

procession. 

The biblical proof of these internal activities of divine essence is found … 

1.  In those passages which denominate the first person the Father, the second person the 

Son, and the third person the Spirit (Ps. 2:7; Matt. 3:17; 28:19; John 1:14; Acts 13:33; 

Rom. 1:4; Heb. 1:8; 1 John 5:20). The terms father and son suppose generation, are 

correlative, and must be taken in the same sense. If father and son are literal, so is 

generation. If generation is metaphorical, so are father and son. Whoever affirms that the 

second person of the Trinity is literally and really the son of the first person must, if he 

would not contradict himself, also affirm that the second person is literally and really 

begotten by the first. There is literally a communication of divine essence in the 

generation and filiation. 

2.  In those passages which denominate the Son ―only‖ begotten, ―own‖ son, and ―dear‖ son 

(John 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18; 1 John 4:9; Col. 1:15; Heb. 1:6; Rom. 8:3, 32; Col. 1:13; Matt. 

3:17; Eph. 1:6; 2 Pet. 1:17). The second person in his original trinitarian status is 

denominated huios;
101

 in his estate of humiliation as mediator, he is sometimes called 

pais.
102

 This latter term means ―servant‖ and is never used of the unincarnate Word. In 

Acts 3:13 and Matt. 12:18 the phrase pais mou
103

 denotes the same as ―my servant‖ in 

Isa. 42:1.   p 245  The Septuagint renders ˓ebed
104

 by pais
105

 (see Nitzsch, Christian 

Doctrine §13; Bengel on Matt. 12:18). 

3.  In those passages which technically denominate the third person the Spirit and those 

which speak of his procession. ―Spirit‖ in the technical trinitarian use signifies that the 

third person is spirated or outbreathed by the Father and Son. Hebrew r aḥ
106

 and Greek 

pneuma
107

 denote a breath or breathing (Gen. 1:2; Num. 27:18; Ps. 51:11; Isa. 63:11; 

Hos. 9:7 [see Gesenius‘s entries for these words]; Matt. 3:16; Luke 1:35; John 1:32–33; 

3:5–6; Acts 2:4). Christ ―breathed on his disciples and said unto them, Receive the Holy 

Spirit‖ (John 20:22). This spiration of the Spirit in time was symbolical of the eternal 
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spiration in the Godhead. The third person is also described as ―proceeding‖ from the 

Father (15:26). Though in this text it is not said that he proceeds from the Son also, yet 

there are texts that imply this. He is called the ―Spirit of the Son‖ (Gal. 4:6), the ―Spirit of 

Christ‖ (Rom. 8:9), and the ―Spirit of Jesus Christ‖ (Phil. 1:19). The genitive in these 

passages denotes the source. It is noteworthy that in the New Testament the third person 

is nowhere denominated the ―Spirit of the Father.‖ Furthermore, the Holy Spirit is 

―received from‖ Christ (John 16:14–15), is ―sent by‖ Christ (15:26), and is ―sent in the 

name of‖ Christ (16:26). The ―mission‖ and ―reception‖ of the third person from the 

second person and in his name favors the Latin doctrine of his spiration by and 

procession from him. (See supplement 3.4.6.) 

Some trinitarians have attempted to hold the doctrine of the Trinity while denying eternal 

generation, spiration, and procession. They concede that there are three eternal persons in the 

Godhead, denominated in Scripture Father, Son, and Spirit, but contend that to go beyond this 

and affirm such acts in the Godhead as generation and spiration is to go beyond the record. They 

reject, or at least doubt, this feature in Nicene trinitarianism. 

But this is inconsistent. These trinal names Father, Son, and Spirit, given to God in Scripture, 

force upon the theologian the ideas of paternity, filiation, spiration, and procession. He cannot 

reflect upon the implication of these names without forming these ideas and finding himself 

necessitated to concede their literal validity and objective reality. He cannot say with Scripture 

that the first person is the Father and then deny or doubt that he ―fathers.‖ He cannot say that the 

second person is the Son and then deny or doubt that he is ―begotten.‖ He cannot say that the 

third person is the Spirit and then deny or doubt that he ―proceeds‖ by ―spiration‖ (Spirit because 

spirated)
108

 from the Father and Son. Whoever accepts the nouns Father, Son, and Spirit as 

conveying absolute truth must accept also the corresponding adjectives and predicates—beget 

and begotten, spirate and proceed—as conveying absolute truth. 

Recapitulating, then, we have the following internal marks (notae internae) or personal 

peculiarities by which to distinguish the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit from each other. (1) The 

Father generates the Son   p 246  and spirates the Spirit. Generation and spiration are the eternal 

acts, the opera ad intra, that characterize the first person. The first person is distinguished by two 

acts and no process. (2) The Son is generated by the Father and together with him spirates the 

Spirit. Filiation is an internal process and spiration an internal act that characterize the second 

person. The second person is distinguished by one act and one process. (3) The Spirit proceeds 

from the Father and Son. Procession is the internal process that marks the third person. There is 

no internal act of the Holy Spirit; but his external activity, especially in redemption, is more 

marked than that of the first and second persons. The third person is distinguished by a process 

and no act. 

Respecting the meaning of the terms generation and spiration, filiation and procession, little 

can be said, because inspiration has given but few data. The Catholic trinitarianism defines 

generation and spiration as those eternal acts in the Godhead by which one person communicates 

the essence to or rather with another. The term communicate must be taken etymologically. By 

generation, the Father makes the eternal essence common (koinōnein)
109

 to himself and the Son. 

The Son does not first exist, and the essence is then communicated to him. ―The Father,‖ says 

Turretin (3.29.21), ―does not generate the Son either as previously existing, for in this case there 
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would be no need of generation; nor as not yet existing, for in this case the Son would not be 

eternal; but as coexisting, because he is from eternity in the Godhead.‖ ―When the Son says, ‗As 

the Father has life in himself, so has he given to the Son to have life in himself,‘ the meaning is 

not that the Father gave life to the Son already existing without life, but that he so sired him, 

apart from time, that the life which the Father gave to the Son by fathering him is coeternal with 

the life of the Father who gave it‖ (Augustine, On the Trinity 15.26.47). The same statement and 

reasoning apply to the act of spiration. By spiration, the Father and Son make the eternal essence 

common to themselves and the Spirit. They are not two persons that exist prior to the third, but 

eternally coexist with him. The coexistence, in both generation and spiration, follows from the 

fact that it is one and the same numerical essence which is communicated and constitutes the 

substance of each person; and this essence cannot be any older in one person than in another. 

(See supplement 3.4.7.) 

The results of these two eternal, constitutional, and necessary activities of generation and 

spiration in the divine essence are two distinct and personal emanations of the essence. There is 

no creation of a new essence, but a modification of an existing one; and this modification is a 

kind of issue or efflux. God the Son is the offspring of God the Father: ―very God of very God‖ 

(ek tēs ousias).
110

 God the Spirit ―proceeds‖ from the Father and the Son. The common 

statements in the patristic trinitarianism respecting this emanation of the essence are the 

following: The Son is from the Father, not as an effect from a cause; not as an inferior from a 

superior; not as created finite substance from uncreated infinite substance; but as intelligence is 

from intellect, the river from the spring, the ray from the sun. These illustrations were employed 

by the early trinitarians to denote the sameness of essence between the first and second persons 

and the emanation of the latter from the former. This internal emanation was taught as early as 

Theophilus: ―The word   p 247  being God, and being naturally produced from God (ek theou 

pephykōs)‖
111

 (To Autolycus 22). Paraeus (Body of Christian Doctrine, 25) says: ―The Son is 

begotten, the Spirit proceeds or emanates from the Father.‖
112

 The term emanates
113

 is 

explanatory of both begotten
114

 and proceeds
115

 in this proposition because Paraeus held to the 

procession of the Spirit from both Father and Son. Paraeus in his notes on the Athanasian Creed 

7 says that ―procession or emanation is the ineffable communication of the divine essence, by 

which the third person of the Trinity receives from the Father and the Son the same entire 

essence which the Father and the Son have.‖ Quenstedt enunciates the Catholic view in the 

following manner: ―Eternal generation is not by derivation, as in the instance of human 

generation; nor by transfusion; nor by any action that begins and ends. It is by an unceasing 

emanation, to which there is nothing similar in the nature of things‖
116

 (Hase, Hutterus, 174). 

Similarly, Turretin (3.31.1) describes the procession of the Spirit as an ―emanation from the 

Father and the Son, distinct from the generation of the Son.‖
117

 Bull defines as follows: ―The 

Father is the foundation (principum) of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and each are propagated 

by him through an interior, not an external, production. And so it is that not only are they from 

the Father, but are in him, and the Father is in them. In the holy triad one person cannot be 
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separated from the other, as three human persons are divided from one another‖
118

 (Defense 

4.4.9). 

The term emanation is inapplicable to an opus ad extra, like creation, but not to the opera ad 

intra. When God creates the universe of matter and mind, he makes a new substance from 

nothing. The universe is not an efflux or emanation of the divine essence. But when the Father 

generates the Son, this is an eternal emanation and outflow of divine essence. An emanation is of 

the same substance with that from which the emanation issues; a creation is a new and different 

substance from that of the Creator. 

The phrase communication of essence is preferable to derivation of essence, though the latter 

is sometimes employed by orthodox trinitarians. The term derivation is better suited to human 

than to divine generation because it denotes division and distribution of a substance. When 

divine nature is communicated, it is communicated or ―made common‖ as a whole undivided 

essence. In eternal generation, the entire divine nature is caused to be the nature of the second 

person. But when finite human nature is derived, it is only a portion of human nature that is 

derived. In human generation, an abscised part of human substance is separated from the 

common mass and is made to become a distinct and separate human individual. Hence, it cannot 

be said that the whole human nature is in each human person, as it can be that the whole divine 

nature is in each divine person. Human derivation is the transmission of a separate fraction; 

eternal generation is the communication of an   p 248  undivided whole: ―The generation of the 

Son of God is not like that of a man, which requires a separation and division of substance‖ 

(Athanasius, Orations 1.14). 

It has already been noticed that it is the characteristic of divine essence that it can subsist 

indivisibly and totally in more persons than one. These adjectives are important. For the human 

nature can also subsist in more persons than one, but not indivisibly and totally. An individual 

man, a human person, is only a part and a very small part of the whole human nature or species. 

But the first, second, or third person of the Godhead is the entire divine nature, in a particular 

mode of subsistence. All of the divine substance is in each divine person, but not all of the 

human substance is in each human person. 

The whole of divine essence subsisting in a certain mode constitutes God the Father or God 

the Son or God the Holy Spirit; a part of the human substance or specific nature separated from 

the remainder of it by human generation constitutes the individual Peter, James, or John. A 

divine person is denominated a subsistence in the essence; a human person is denominated an 

individual of (not in) the species. The preposition of denotes division and separation of 

substance; the preposition in excludes this. Says Ursinus (Christian Religion Q. 25): 

In persons created, he that fathers and generates does not communicate his whole substance to 

him that is begotten, for then he would cease himself to be a man; but only a part, which being 

allotted and severed out of the substance of him that fathers is conveyed or derived unto him that 

is begotten and so is made to be the substance of another individual or person, distinct from the 

substance of the individual who sired. But in uncreated trinitarian persons, he that fathers or 

spirates communicates his whole essence to him that is begotten or proceeds; yet so, that he who 

communicates does retain the same essence and that entire. The reason of this difference between 

a divine and a human person is that the substance of man is finite and divisible; but that of God is 
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infinite and indivisible. And, therefore, divine essence, being the same numerically and whole or 

entire, may be both communicated and retained simultaneously. 

The great mystery of the Trinity is that one and the very same substance can subsist as an 

undivided whole in three persons simultaneously. That a substance can be divided up and 

distributed, so as to constitute a million or a billion individuals, as in the instance of the human 

nature or species, is comparatively easy to comprehend. But that a substance without any 

division or distribution can at the same instant constitute three distinct persons baffles the human 

understanding. In the sphere of matter, this would not only be incomprehensible, but absurd. A 

pint of water could not possibly be contained in three different pint cups at one and the same 

instant. But spirit is not subject to the conditions of matter; and as the whole human soul may all 

of it be in every part and every point of the body at one and the same instant, so divine essence 

may all of it be in each of the three divine persons simultaneously. It is no contradiction, taking 

the nature of unextended spiritual substance into view, to say that the one numerical divine 

essence is indivisibly and wholly present at a million points of space at the same time without 

making it a million essences. If so, it is no contradiction to say that the one numerical divine 

essence subsists indivisibly and wholly in three modes or persons at the same instant without 

making it three essences. If the plurality of points at which divine omnipresence is found   p 249  

does not multiply the essence in the first case, the trinality of the persons in which divine 

existence is found does not multiply the essence in the second case. 

It is here that the error of a specific instead of a numerical unity of divine essence is apparent. 

In the case of specific unity or the unity of a race, the one substance or nature is divided and 

distributed. The individuals are fractional parts of it. If the three persons of the Godhead 

constitute a divine species or a specific unity, as the millions of human persons constitute a 

human species, then no single trinitarian person possesses the whole divine nature any more than 

any single human person possesses the whole human nature. For to possess a property of the 

human nature, like rationality or immortality (the whole of which property may be in each 

human person), is not to possess the whole substance of the human nature. If, then, the trinal 

unity is a specific or race unity, no one of the three divine persons is whole deity, any more than 

a single human person is whole humanity. 

The clause ek tēs ousias
119

 and the epithet homoousios
120

 might, of themselves, suggest a 

specific unity. The preposition ek
121

 may be partitive in its signification, and so may the adjective 

hōos
122

 and Latin con
123

 in ―consubstantial.‖ But if God the Son is ―out of‖ or ―from‖ the divine 

nature in the same partitive manner that the individual Socrates is ―out of‖ or ―from‖ the human 

nature and is ―consubstantial‖ with the divine Father in the same way that a human son is 

consubstantial with a human father by having a portion only of the same nature with him, then 

the whole divine essence is not in God the Son. And if so, no one of the divine attributes—and 

still less all of them—can be in God the Son. For a divine attribute cannot belong to a fraction of 

the essence. Consequently, the Nicene trinitarians uniformly explain and guard the statement that 

the Son of God is ―of‖ the essence and is ―consubstantial‖ with the Father by saying that the 

eternal generation differs from the human, by communicating the entire essence, and that each 
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divine person possesses the one divine nature numerically and totally, not specifically and 

fractionally.
124

 (See supplement 3.4.8.) 

The Nicene trinitarians endeavored to illustrate the simultaneous existence of the undivided 

and total nature in each of the three persons by the figure of circumincession (perichōrēsis,
125

 

circulatio).
126

 There is a continual inbeing and indwelling of one person in another. This is 

taught in John 14:10–11; 17:21, 23: ―Believe not that I am in the Father, and the Father in me? 

Believe me, that I am in the Father, and the Father in me. I pray that they all may be one, as you 

Father are in me, and I in you, that they also may be one in us.‖
127

 This, the Nicene writers 

described metaphorically as an unceasing circulation of the essence, whereby there   p 250  is an 

eternal intercommunion and interaction of being in the Godhead, so that each person coinheres in 

the others and the others in each: 

Each [person] is in each [person], and all [three persons] are in each [person], and each [person] 

is in all [three persons], and all [three persons] are one [being]. (Augustine, On the Trinity 6.10) 

The community of nature between the Son and the Father is like that between brightness and 

light, between the stream and the fountain. The Son is in the substance of the Father, as having 

his subsistence communicated to him out of that substance; and again, the Father is in the Son, as 

communicating his substance to the Son, as the nature of the solar substance is in the rays, as 

intelligence is in the rational soul, and as the very substance of the fountain is in the waters of the 

river. The brightness of the sun is coeval with its substance or body. It is not a flame kindled or 

borrowed from it, but the offspring and issue of its substance or body. The sunbeams cannot be 

separated from that great fund of light. They cannot be supposed to subsist, after their 

communication with the planet itself is cut off. And yet the sun and the brightness that flows from 

it are not one and the same thing. (Athanasius, Orations 3.3–4) 

In the Trinity there is an altogether special and perfect perichōrēsis, since the persons mutually 

contain one another. Thus, wherever there is one of the persons, there the remaining two are to be 

found, that is, they all are everywhere.
128

 (Bull, Defensio 4.4.14)
129 

The terms first, second, and third applied to the persons are terms of order and relationship 

only. They imply no priority of nature, substance, existence, or excellence. Hence, the Son is 

sometimes named before the Father (2 Cor. 13:14; Gal. 1:1) and sometimes the Spirit before the 

Son (Rev. 1:4–5). The term father does not denote a higher grade of being, but exactly the same 

grade that the term son does. A human son is as truly man, as a human father. He is constituted 

of human nature as fully and entirely as his father is. Augustine (Sermon 140.5) remarks that ―if 

the Son were not equal to the Father, he would not be the son of God.‖ The substance or 

constitutional nature determines the grade of being. A person having a human nature is ipso facto 
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human; whether he comes by it by the act of creation, as Adam and Eve did, or by propagation, 

as Cain and Abel did. So a person who possesses the divine nature is ipso facto divine, whether 

possessing it by paternity or filiation or procession. Christ asserts that ―as the Father has life in 

himself, so he has given to the Son to have life in himself‖ (John 5:26). But ―life in himself‖ is 

self-existence. As the Father has self-existence, so he has given to the Son to have self-existence. 

The difference in the manner in which self-existence is possessed by the Father and Son makes 

no difference with the fact. The Son has self-existence by communication of that essence of 

which self-existence is an attribute. The Father has self-existence   p 251  without communication 

of it, because he has the essence without communication of it. 

While there is this absolute equality among divine persons in respect to the grade of being to 

which they belong, and all are alike infinite and uncreated in nature and essence, there is at the 

same time a kind of subordination among them. It is trinitarian or filial subordination, that is, 

subordination in respect to order and relationship. As a relation, sonship is subordinate to 

fatherhood. In the order, a father whether divine or human is the first, and a son is the second. 

Hence the phrases filial subordination and trinitarian subordination are common in trinitarian 

writers. The fourth section of Bull‘s Defence of the Nicene Faith is devoted to the proof of the 

subordination of the Son to the Father in respect to his personal peculiarity of sonship, the 

second and third sections having been devoted to the proof of his consubstantiality and coeternity 

with the Father in respect to his essence. 

The trinitarian subordination of person, not of essence, must not be confounded with the 

Arian and Semiarian subordination, which is a subordination of essence as well as of person. 

Neither must it be confounded with the theanthropic or mediatorial subordination. This latter 

involves condescension and humiliation; but the trinitarian subordination does not. It is no 

humiliation or condescension for a son to be the son of his father. That the second trinitarian 

person is God the Son and not God the Father does not imply that his essence is inferior to that of 

the Father and that he is of a lower grade of being, but only that his sonship is subordinate to the 

Father‘s paternity. The Son of God is an eternal not a temporal son; and an eternal son must have 

an eternal nature in order to be eternal. In the theanthropic or mediatorial sonship, there is a 

humbling, though no degrading of the eternal Son, because of the assumption into union with the 

divine nature of an inferior human nature. But in the Arian or Semiarian subordination, there is 

not only humiliation, but degradation. The Son of God, upon this theory, is of a lower grade of 

being than the Father because he is of a different essence or nature. 

The following résumé, condensed from the Dogmatics of Twesten (2.42), presents the 

subject of the notae internae in a clear light: 

The internal characteristics include the order according to which the Father is immutably the first, 

the Son immutably the second, the Spirit immutably the third person of the Trinity, and the 

ground or foundation of this order in certain constitutional and necessary acts in the divine 

essence. Since God is pure life and act (actus purissimus) and since by virtue of his absolute 

independence and spontaneity there is nothing in him inert or lifeless, nothing given independent 

of his act and nothing outwardly necessary; those characteristics whereby divine persons are 

distinguished from each other must rest upon divine energizing, namely, upon two eternally 

immanent acts, generation and spiration. These acts are internal, because they have nothing but 

divine essence itself for an object. They terminate upon the divine essence as modifying it, not 

upon the universe as creating it. And they are personal acts, because it is not divine essence as 

common to the three persons, but as it subsists modified in particular persons, that is the subject 

or agent in the case. Hence it follows that these acts of generation and spiration are not to be 

regarded as the common action of all three persons, but as the particular action of one or more 
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distinct persons—that of generation being the act of the first person and that of spiration the act of 

the first and second.  p 252   

 But if the Father is unbegotten, does it not follow that he alone is the absolute being? and is 

not this Arianism? Not so. For one and the same numerical essence subsists whole and undivided 

in him who is generated as well as in him who generates, in him who is spirated as well as in 

those two who spirate. There can therefore be no inequality of essence caused by these acts of 

generation and spiration. There may be and there is an inequality in the several modes in which 

one and the same eternal essence subsists by virtue of these acts. The essence in the begotten 

mode or form of the Son is second and subordinate to the essence in the unbegotten mode or form 

of the Father. But this inequality of mode or form does not relate to time, for the essence in the 

Son is as old as the essence in the Father; nor to nature or constitutional being, for this is the same 

thing in both. It relates only to the personal characteristics of paternity, filiation, and procession. 

Hence the Athanasian Symbol [i.e., Athanasian Creed] can assert that ―in the Trinity nothing is 

before or after [in time], nothing greater or lesser [in nature], but all three persons are coeternal 

with themselves and coequal,‖
130

 and yet an inequality of relationship may be granted, if by this is 

meant merely that the Father is the generative source of the Son and that the Father and Son are 

the spirative source of the Spirit; or, in other terms, that the Son‘s person is grounded in that of 

the Father and that the Spirit‘s person is grounded in those of the Father and Son, while yet the 

one eternal essence itself, which is identical in each, has no source and no ground. 

The external characteristics, notae externae, of the three persons are transitive acts: opera ad 

extra. They are activities and effects by which the Trinity is manifested outwardly. They are the 

following: (1) creation, preservation, and government of the universe; (2) redemption; and (3) 

inspiration, regeneration, and sanctification. The first belongs officially and eminently to the 

Father; the second to the Son; the third to the Holy Spirit. The Father creates, yet by and through 

the Son (Ps. 33:6; Prov. 3:19; 30:4; John 5:17; Acts 4:24, 27). The Son redeems, yet 

commissioned by the Father (Rom. 3:24; 5:11; Gal. 3:13; Rev. 5:9). The Spirit inspires and 

sanctifies, yet as sent by the Father and Son: he inspires the prophets (2 Sam. 23:2, 19; 2 Pet. 

1:21) and sanctifies the elect (1 Pet. 1:2). 

These works are occasionally attributed to another person. The Son creates (Col. 1:16; Heb. 

1:3; Isa. 44:24). The name Savior is given to the Father (1 Tim. 1:1; Jude 25). The Father 

sanctifies (John 17:17). Commonly, the Father raises Christ from the dead (Acts 13:30). But 

Christ ―has power to take his life again‖ (John 10:18) and rises from the dead (Rom. 14:9; Acts 

10:41; 1 Cor. 15:4). The Father ―judges without respect of persons‖ (1 Pet. 1:17); and yet ―all 

judgment is given to the Son‖ (John 5:22; Matt. 25:31). This is explained by the unity of the 

essence. In every external operation of a person, the whole essence operates, because the whole 

essence is in each person. The operation, consequently, while peculiar to a person, is at the same 

time essential, that is, is wrought by that one divine essence which is also and alike in the other 

persons. An official personal act cannot, therefore, be the exclusive act of a person in the sense 

that the others have no   p 253  participation in it: ―There is no such division in the external 

operations of God that anyone of them should be the act of one person without the concurrence 

of the others‖ (Owen, Holy Spirit 2.3). At the same time, an act like creation, for example, which 

is common to all the persons of the Trinity by virtue of a common participation in the essence, 

yet stands in a nearer relation to the essence as subsisting in the Father than it does to the essence 

as subsisting in the Son or the Spirit. The same reasoning applies to redemption and the second 
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person, to sanctification and the third person. Power, wisdom, and love are attributes common to 

the divine essence and to each of the persons; but both Scripture and theology appropriate power 

in a special way to the Father, wisdom to the Son or Logos, and love to the Holy Spirit—because 

each of these attributes stands in a closer relation to the particular person to whom it is ascribed 

than to the others. (See supplement 3.4.9.) 

The internal activities, on the other hand, unlike the external, are attributed to one person 

exclusively of the other two or else to two persons exclusively of the other one. Generation is the 

act of the Father only; the Son and Spirit having no share in it. Spiration is the act of the Father 

and Son; the Spirit having no participation in it. Filiation belongs to the Son alone. Procession 

belongs to the Spirit alone. According to the Greek, in distinction from the Latin doctrine of the 

third person, spiration is exclusively the Father‘s opus ad intra. The same remark respecting 

exclusiveness is true of the incarnation. It is the second person exclusively, not the first or the 

third who unites with human nature. 

Deity of God the Father 

The deity of God the Father is undisputed, and hence there is less need of presenting the 

proof of it. Divine names, attributes, works, and adorableness are ascribed to him. 

The term father denotes an immanent and eternal relation of the first trinitarian person. God 

in himself and irrespective of any reference to the created universe is a father: the Father of the 

Son. Were God primarily the Father because of his relation to men and angels and not because of 

his relation to the second person in the Godhead, his fatherhood would begin in time and might 

consequently end in time. If there was once a time when God was not the Father of the Son, there 

may be a time when he will cease to be so. ―It is the greatest impiety,‖ says Cyril of Jerusalem 

(Catecheses 11.8), ―to say that after deliberation held in time God became a Father. For God was 

not at first without a Son and afterward in time became a Father.‖ 

The hypostatic or trinitarian paternity of God the Father as related to the Son must not be 

confounded with the providential paternity of God the Trinity as related to the creation. Only one 

of the divine persons is the trinitarian Father; but the three persons in one essence constitute the 

providential and universal Father. The triune God is generally the Father of men and angels by 

creation and specially of the elect by redemption. Hence, the term father applied to God has two 

significations. It may denote divine essence in all three modes or in only one mode. The first 

clause in the Lord‘s prayer is an example of the former. When men say, ―Our Father who is in 

heaven,‖ they do not address the first person of the Godhead to the exclusion of the second and 

third. They address, not the untriune God of deism and natural religion, but the God of 

revelation, who is triune and as such the providential Father of all men and the redemptive Father 

of believers. If a man deliberately and consciously intends in his supplication to exclude from his 

worship   p 254  the Son and the Holy Spirit, his petition is not acceptable: ―He that honors not the 

Son honors not the Father‖ (John 5:23). A man may not have the three persons distinctly and 

formally in his mind when he utters this petition, and in this case he does not intentionally 

exclude any trinitarian person or persons; but the petition, nevertheless, ascends to the divine 

three, not to a single person exclusively; and the answer returns to him from the triune God, not 

from any solitary person exclusively. Says Witsius (Lord‘s Prayer, diss. 7): 
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It is a doctrine firmly maintained by all orthodox divines, that the Father cannot be invoked in a 

proper manner, without at the same time invoking the Son and Holy Spirit, because they are one 

in nature and in honor. Nor can it, I think, be denied that, laying out of view the distinction of 

persons and looking only at what is common to all three persons in the Godhead, God may be 

denominated our Father. Yet I cheerfully concur with those interpreters who maintain that the 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is particularly addressed in the first petition. 

Says Augustine (On the Trinity 5.2), ―That which is written, ‗Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God is 

one Lord,‘ ought not to be understood as if the Son were excepted or the Holy Spirit were 

excepted. This one Lord our God, we rightly call, also, our Father.‖ (See supplement 3.4.10.) 

The term father denotes the Trinity in John 4:21, 23–24: ―The hour comes when you shall 

neither in this mountain nor yet at Jerusalem worship the Father. The true worshipers shall 

worship the Father in spirit and in truth.‖ Here the term father is synonymous with ―God‖ who 

―is a Spirit,‖ the true object of worship. But Christ, in mentioning the object of worship, had in 

his mind the God of revelation, not of deism—trinal as he is in Scripture, not single as he is in 

natural religion—the very same God in whose trinal name and being he commanded all men to 

believe and be baptized. Christ‘s idea of God as the universal Father was trinitarian, not deistic. 

In intuition and theology, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are one God and the heavenly Father 

of angels and men: 

The appellation father, descriptive of the connection between God and his creatures, is true of 

every one of the divine persons and of the three divine persons, one God. The [paternal] relation 

to the creatures is as true of the Son and Holy Spirit as of the Father in respect to divine nature; 

for all these persons are respectively, and in union, the Father of the universe; the Father in 

creation, in government, and in protection. The Son as Messiah is foretold in his protecting 

kindness and mercy as ―a Father to the fatherless‖ (Ps. 68:5–6; Isa. 9:6). (Kidd, Eternal Sonship, 

chap. 13) 

A believer in the Trinity, in using the first petition of the Lord‘s prayer, may have the first 

person particularly in his mind and may address him; but this does not make his prayer 

antitrinitarian. He addresses that person as the representative of the Trinity. And the same is true 

whenever he particularly addresses the Son or the Spirit. If he addresses God the Son, God the 

Son implies God the Father. Each divine person supposes and suggests the others. Each 

represents the others. Consequently, to pray to any one of the divine three is by implication and 

virtually to pray to all three. No man can honor the Son without honoring the Father also. Says 

Christ, ―He that has seen me has seen the Father also‖ (John 14:9). In like manner, he that prays 

to the Son prays to the Father also. Says Turretin (3.25.27):  p 255   

The mind of the worshiper will not be distracted by the consideration that there are three divine 

persons, if he remembers that the whole divine essence is in each of the persons, so that if he 

worships one he worships all. With Gregory of Nazianzus, he may say: ―I cannot think of the one 

Supreme Being without being encompassed with the glory of the three persons; and I cannot 

discern the three persons without recurring to the unity of the essence.‖ 

The hypostatic or trinitarian paternity of God, in distinction from the providential, is 

mentioned in John 17:5: ―Now, O Father, glorify me with your own self.‖ Here, Christ addresses 

the Father alone, the first person of the Godhead exclusively. He did not address the Trinity, for 

he did not address himself or the Holy Spirit. Respecting this trinitarian fatherhood, the Son says 

―my Father,‖ not ―our Father‖ (14:27; 15:1, 8; and other passages). 
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The baptismal formula and the doxologies indisputably prove that paternity is an immanent 

and eternal relation of God. The rite that initiates into the kingdom of God would not be 

administered in three names denoting only certain temporal and assumed attitudes of the 

Supreme Being. Neither would a divine blessing be invoked through three titles signifying only 

these. Baptism and invocation are acts of worship, and worship relates to the essential and 

eternal being of God. 

The hypostatic or trinitarian character of the first person is that he possesses the essence 

―originally,‖ in the sense that it is not communicated to him by one of the other persons. 

Augustine (On the Trinity 2.1) thus speaks of the ―original‖ or unbegotten possession of the 

essence by the Father: ―We call the Son, God of God; but the Father, God only, not of God. 

Whence it is plain that the Son has another of whom he is and to whom he is Son; but the Father 

has not a Son of whom he is, but only to whom he is Father. For every son is what he is, of his 

father, and is son to his father; but no father is what he is, of his son, but is father to his son.‖ A 

common term applied to God in the patristic age to denote this peculiarity was ―unbegotten‖: 

―Next to God, we worship and love the Word, who is from the unbegotten and ineffable God‖; 

―we have the unbegotten and ineffable God‖; ―we have dedicated ourselves to the unbegotten 

and impassible God‖; ―he is the firstborn of the unbegotten God‖ (Justin Martyr, Apology 1.25, 

53; 2.12–13); ―there are also some dissertations concerning the unbegotten God‖ (Rufinus, 

Preface to the Clementine Recognitions). In the writings of Athanasius, the Father is 

denominated agennētos
131

 (ingenerate or unbegotten) and the Son gennētos
132

 (generate or 

begotten). (See supplement 3.4.11.) 

The phrase unbegotten God implies and suggests the phrase begotten God. This denotes no 

more than the phrase God the Son, the latter containing the substantive, the former the adjective. 

Clement of Alexandria (Miscellaneous Writings 5.12) remarks that ―John the apostle says no 

man has seen God at any time. The only begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father, he has 

declared him.‖ Irenaeus (Against Heresies 4.20.11) quotes this text in the same form: ―The only 

begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father, he has declared him.‖ This patristic employment 

of the phrase begotten God strongly supports the reading monogenēs theos
133

 in John 1:18, which 

has the support of א, B, C, L,   p 256  Peshitta, Coptic, and Ethiopic and respecting which 

Tischendorf (8th ed.) says, ―Without a doubt [this reading] carries the weight of the 

testimonies.‖
134

 Westcott and Hort adopt this reading. 

In the controversy between the English trinitarians and Arians, conducted by Waterland and 

Samuel Clarke in the beginning of the eighteenth century, a distinction made by the former 

between ―necessary existence‖ and ―self-existence‖ is liable to misconception and requires 

notice. The Father, says Waterland, is both necessarily existent and self-existent; the Son is 

necessarily existent, but not self-existent. In this use of terms, which is uncommon, the term self-

existent was employed not with reference to the essence, as is usually the case, but to the person 

only. In this sense, self-existence denotes what the Nicene trinitarians meant by ―unbegotten‖ or 

―ingenerate.‖ The Father is self-existent in Waterland‘s sense because divine essence is not 

communicated to or with him; he has it of himself. The Son is not self-existent in Waterland‘s 

sense because divine essence is communicated; he has it not from himself but from the Father. 
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But the Son is necessarily existent, says Waterland, because he possesses an essence that is 

necessarily existent. The fact that the essence is communicated by eternal generation does not 

make it any the less an infinite, eternal, and unchangeable essence. In brief, according to 

Waterland, the Son is necessarily existent because the divine essence is his essence; but he is not 

self-existent, because his personal characteristic of filiation, his peculiar ―self,‖ is not from 

himself but from another person. 

If no distinction be made between necessary existence and self-existence, as is the case in the 

Nicene statements, Waterland would attribute both necessary existence and self-existence to the 

Son. He would concede self-existence in the sense in which it is attributed to the Son in John 

5:26: ―As the Father has life in himself, so has he given to the Son to have life in himself.‖ Here, 

―life in himself‖ denotes the self-existence of divine essence, which is also necessary existence. 

The Father has this uncommunicated. The Son has it communicated or ―given‖ from the Father, 

by eternal generation. 

The Father was sometimes denominated pēgē tēs theotētos
135

 or rhiza pasēs theotētos.
136

 This 

phraseology is used with qualification by accurate trinitarians. Some orthodox writers employ 

the phrase fons trinitatis
137

 to denote the hypostatic character of the Father, which is better than 

fons deitatis.
138

 Says Howe (Trinity, lect. 14): 

If we do suppose the Son and the Holy Spirit to be from the Father by a necessity of nature, an 

eternal necessity of nature, and not by a dependence upon his will, they will not be creatures, 

because nothing is creature but what depends upon the will and pleasure of the Creator. And if 

they be not creatures, what are they then? Then, they must be God, and yet both of them from the 

Father, too; for all that do assert the Trinity do acknowledge the Father to be fons trinitatis, the 

fountain of the Trinity: and if from this fountain the Son be in one way, and the Holy Spirit be in 

another way, both from the Father; that is, the Son from the Father immediately, and the Holy 

Spirit from the Father and the Son, and this not by choice, but by an eternal necessity of nature, 

here is this doctrine as   p 257  easily conceivable as any that I know of whatsoever, that lies not 

within the compass of our manifest demonstration. 

Turretin (3.30.1) says that the Father is fons deitatis
139

 ―if the mode of subsisting is in view.‖
140

 

Owen (Saints‘ Communion, 3) remarks that ―the Father is the fountain of the deity.‖ Hooker 

(Polity 5.54) quotes Augustine as saying that ―the Father is the source [fountain] of the 

Godhead.‖
141

 In these cases, deitas is loosely put for trinitas. Strictly speaking, however, deity 

denotes the divine essence; and the first person is not the Father of the essence. But Trinity 

denotes the essence personalized by trinalizing. In this reference, the first person is the father and 

fountain. ―We teach,‖ says Calvin (1.13.23, 25), ―according to the Scriptures, that there is 

essentially but one God; and therefore that the essence of both the Son and the Spirit is 

unbegotten. But since the Father is first in order and has himself begotten his Wisdom, therefore 

… he is justly esteemed the original and fountain of the whole divinity [Trinity].‖ 

                                                           
135

 135.  πθγὴ τῆσ κε τθτοσ = the fountain of the Godhead 
136

 136.  ῥίηα πάςθσ κε τθτοσ = the root of all the Godhead 
137

 137.  fountainhead/source of the Trinity 
138

 138.  fountainhead/source of deity 
139

 139.  fountainhead/source of deity 
140

 140.  si modus subsistendi spectatur 
141

 141.  pater est πθγαῖα κε τθτοσ (pēgaia theotētos) 



 
263 

Deity of God the Son 

The deity of God the Son was the subject of one of the greatest controversies in the patristic 

church. But the work that was done then in investigating the Scriptures did not require to be 

repeated. Christendom since the Nicene age, as well as before, has believed in the divine nature 

of the Son of God. 

The denomination Son given to the second trinitarian person denotes an immanent and 

eternal relation of the essence, not a temporally assumed one. This is proved … 

1.  By the antithetic term father applied to the first person. Both terms must be taken in the 

same signification. If one person is eternal, so is the other; if one denotes a temporal 

relation, so does the other. Arius contended that God was not always a Father and that the 

Son was not always a Son. The Nicene trinitarians maintained the contrary (cf. Socrates, 

History 1.6; Athanasius, Against the Arians 1.5, 9; Gangauf, Augustine‘s Doctrine of the 

Trinity, 311–12). 

2.  By the epithets eternal, own (idios),
142

 and only begotten, which qualify the sonship of 

the second person and discriminate it from that of angels and men. 

3.  By the use of the term in the baptismal formula and the benedictions. 

The deity of the Son of God is abundantly proved in Scripture. The general impression made 

by the New Testament favors the deity of Christ. If the evangelists and apostles intended to teach 

to the world the doctrine that Christ is only a man or an exalted angel, they have certainly 

employed phraseology that is ill suited to convey such a truth. Says John Quincy Adams (Diary 

7.229):  p 258   

No argument that I have ever heard can satisfy my judgment that the doctrine of the divinity of 

Christ is not countenanced by the New Testament. As little can I say, that it is clearly revealed. It 

is often obscurely intimated; sometimes directly and sometimes indirectly asserted; but left on the 

whole in a debatable state, never to be either demonstrated or refuted until another revelation 

shall clear it up. 

This is the testimony of a Unitarian of learning and judgment. The criticism, however, occurs to 

a reader that if a doctrine is ―sometimes directly and sometimes indirectly asserted‖ in the New 

Testament, it should be accepted by a believer in revelation, however great the difficulties 

connected with it. 

By ―deity‖ more is meant than ―divinity,‖ as this latter term is employed by different classes 

of antitrinitarians. The Arians and Semiarians taught the divinity of the Son in the sense of a 

similarity of nature between him and the Father. This resemblance is greater and closer than that 

of any other being, man or angel, but is not identity of essence. Socinus and the Polish Unitarians 

also taught the divinity of Christ in the sense of similarity of essence, but in a lower degree than 

the Arians and Semiarians held the tenet. Socinus says: ―We say that we grant that Christ is the 

natural son of God.‖
143

 Smalcius affirms: ―We do not deny that the son is a person, and a divine 

one at that‖
144

 (Turretin 3.28.1). By the phrase natural Son of God, Socinus meant a miraculous 

generation of Jesus Christ in time by the Holy Spirit, but not an eternal and necessary generation 

out of the divine essence. 
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The crucial term is ―coessential‖ or ―consubstantial‖ (homoousios).
145

 Neither the Semiarian 

nor the Arian nor the Socinian would concede that the essence of the Son is the very identical 

essence of the Father. It is like it, but it is not it. The Son has divinity but not deity—the term 

divinity being used in the loose sense as when writers speak of the ―divinity in man‖ to mean his 

resemblance to God. No one would speak of the ―deity in man‖ unless he were a pantheist. 

The deity of the Son is proved by the application of the name God to him: ―Your throne, O 

God (˒ĕlōhîm)
146

 is forever and ever‖ (Ps. 45:6, 8). This is quoted and thus reaffirmed in Heb. 

1:8–9: ―Unto the Son, he says, your throne, O God, is forever and ever‖; ―a child is born unto us, 

and his name shall be called the mighty God (˒ēl gibbôr)‖
147

 (Isa. 9:6). In Jer. 23:5–6 the 

―branch‖ of David is called ―the Lord (yhwh)
148

 our righteousness.‖ The same is said of Messiah 

in Jer. 33:15–17. Here, Jerusalem = the church = Christ (1 Cor. 12:12; Gal. 3:16) (Speaker‘s 

Commentary on Jer. 33:16). In Isa. 7:14 Messiah is called ―God with us,‖ and the prophecy here 

recorded is said in Matt. 1:23 to be fulfilled in the birth of Jesus Christ. In Mal. 3:1 the 

messenger (angellon
149

 in the Septuagint) about to come to his own temple (naon heautou
150

 in 

the Septuagint) is called Lord (˒adôn);
151

 and Mark 1:2 and Luke 1:76 teach that this is Jesus   p 

259  Christ. The day of the coming of this messenger is called the ―great and dreadful day of the 

Lord (yhwh)‖
152

 in Mal. 4:5. 

In the New Testament, there are passages in which what is said in the Old Testament 

concerning Jehovah is applied to Jesus Christ (cf. Num. 14:2; 21:5–6; Ps. 95:9; 1 Cor. 10:9). 

Here the tempting of Jehovah is the tempting of Christ. The Textus Receptus, Itala, Peshitta, 

Vulgate, D, E, and F read christon
153

 in 1 Cor. 10:9; Lachmann, Tischendorf, Hort, א, B, and C 

read kyrion;
154

 the Alexandrine codex reads theon.
155

 In Heb. 1:10–11, what is attributed to 

Jehovah in Ps. 102:26 is attributed to Christ. In John 12:40–41, it is asserted that the language of 

Isa. 6:9–10 concerning Jehovah refers to Jesus Christ. Comparing Isa. 45:23 with Rom. 14:10–11 

(Textus Receptus) shows that the judgment seat of God is the judgment seat of Christ 

(Lachmann, Tischendorf, Hort, Peshitta, Vulgate, א, A, B, C, and D read theou
156

 in Rom. 

14:10). Joel 2:32 compared with Rom. 10:13 proves that the name Jehovah is the name of Christ. 

In Eph. 4:8–9 Christ gives the gifts that in Ps. 68:18 are given by Jehovah. 

John 1:1 contains absolute proof of the deity of the Son of God: theos ēn ho logos.
157

 The 

omission of the article with theos
158

 converts the word into the abstract, denoting the species 

―deity‖ (cf. anarthrous pneuma
159

 in 4:24: pneuma ho theos).
160

 The use of ēn
161

 implies 
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uncreated being in distinction from created, which in verse 3 is denoted by egeneto.
162

 The 

distinct personal existence of the Logos is also denoted by pros ton theon,
163

 which is quite 

different from syn tō theō.
164

 The former preposition with the accusative implies coexistence, 

along with another. The latter preposition with the dative blends in one substance, so as to 

exclude distinct individuality. In the phrase houtos estin ho alēthinos theos
165

 (1 John 5:20), 

houtos
166

 most naturally refers to iēsou christō.
167

 ―Eternal life‖ is never appropriated to the 

Father by St. John, but is very often to the Son (cf. John 1:4; 11:25; 14:6; 1 John 1:2; 5:11–12). 

Christ is called theos
168

 in Rom. 9:5. The conversion of the passage into a doxology, by 

punctuation, by some modern editors of the text, in opposition to the almost universal 

understanding of the ancient, medieval, and modern church, is a striking instance of an attempt to 

bring Scripture into harmony with the Arian view of Christ‘s person. Christ is clearly the 

antecedent—no other person having been spoken of in several verses preceding; ho ōn
169

 is a 

relative clause, not beginning a new proposition but continuing one that has been commenced; 

and the words to kata sarka,
170

 referring to the human nature of Christ, require an antithesis   p 260  

referring to divine nature, as in Rom. 1:3 (see Shedd on Rom. 9:5). Christ is called theos
171

 in 

Titus 2:13: ―Looking for the blessed hope and appearing of the glory of our great God and 

Savior, Jesus Christ‖ (Revised Version). That theou
172

 and sōtēros
173

 denote one and the same 

person is proved by these facts: (a) Epiphaneian
174

 is never applied to the Father, and Christ‘s 

―appearing‖ is the thing hoped for; (b) the next clause speaks of the great God and Savior as 

―giving himself‖; and (c) megalou
175

 would seem uncalled for if applied to the Father since no 

one disputed the propriety of this epithet in reference to the first person (Usteri, Lehre, 325). The 

exclamation of Thomas in John 20:28, ho kyrios mou kai ho theos mou,
176

 proves the deity of 

Christ. It was addressed to Christ: eipen autō.
177

 The use of the article ho
178

 instead of the 

interjection ō
179

 shows that it is not an exclamation of surprise: ―The church of God, which he 

has purchased with his own blood‖ (Acts 20:28). The reading theou
180

 is found in B, א, Peshitta, 

and Vulgate and adopted by Textus Receptus, Mill, Knapp, Scholz, Alford, and Hort; the reading 

kyriou
181

 is found in A, C, and D and adopted by Griesbach, Wettstein, Lachmann, and 
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Tischendorf. In 1 Tim. 3:16, ―God was manifest in the flesh,‖ the reading theos
182

 is supported 

by D
3
, K, L, most minuscules, Textus Receptus, Mill, and Scholz; the reading hos

183
 is supported 

by א, A, C´, Coptic, Sahidic, Gothic, Lachmann, Tischendorf, Tregelles, Alford, and Hort and 

refers to Christ indisputably; and there are such predicates attributed to him as belong to no 

creature. Philippians 2:6 proves Christ‘s divinity. Christ could not be in a form of God without 

the nature of God; the form of a servant implies the nature of a servant. And he was in a form of 

God previous to being in the form of a servant. It was no robbery of honor (harpagmon)
184

 for 

Christ to claim equality with God. The proposed rendering ―to be held on upon‖ would require 

harpagma.
185

 The plural ―gods‖ is sometimes applied to creatures: to angels and magistrates; but 

the singular ―God‖ never is. The application of the singular to Christ proves his deity. (See 

supplement 3.4.12.) 

Divine attributes are ascribed to the Son of God: 

1.  Eternity (Prov. 8:22–23): The personal Wisdom (ḥokmâ)
186

 ―was set up from 

everlasting.‖ That this is not a personified attribute is proved (a) by the length of the 

description and the large number of details (personification is brief and does not go into 

particulars) and (b) by the ascription of personal actions and a personal utterance of them: 

―I was by him; I was daily his delight; when he prepared the heavens, I was there; my 

delights were with the sons of men; now therefore hearken unto me, O you children; 

blessed   p 261  is the man that hears me.‖ A personification occurs, generally, in the 

middle of a narrative. But this occurs in the middle of maxims and didactic utterances. 

―In this passage,‖ says Nitzsch, ―we have an unmistakable germ of the ontological self-

distinction of the Godhead.‖
187

 ―From Bethlehem Ephrathah shall come forth he whose 

goings forth [emanation] have been from old [lit., from the days of eternity]‖ (Mic. 5:2; 

cf. Matt. 2:6). In Isa. 9:6 the Messiah is called the ―everlasting Father [lit., the Father of 

eternity].‖ The ―Son of God‖ has ―neither beginning of days nor end of life‖ (Heb. 7:3). 

In Rev. 1:8 and 22:13 the Son of Man says of himself, ―I am Alpha and Omega.‖ In John 

8:28 Christ says of himself, ―Before Abraham was I am‖—where the use of eimi
188

 is in 

contrast with genesthai
189

 (cf. the contrast between ēn
190

 and egeneto
191

 in John 1:1, 3). In 

17:7 Christ affirms his existence with the Father ―before the world was.‖ 

2.  Immensity and omnipresence: ―Where two or three are gathered together in my name, 

there am I among them‖ (Matt. 18:20); ―I am with you always‖ (28:20); ―the Son of Man 

who is in heaven‖ (John 3:13) and on earth simultaneously. Socinus explains ho ōn
192

 by 

―was.‖
193
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3.  Omnipotence: ―I am the Almighty‖ (Rev. 1:8); ―whatsoever things the Father does, these 

also does the Son likewise‖ (John 5:19). The Son ―upholds all things by the word of his 

power‖ (Heb. 1:3). ―All power is given unto me in heaven and on earth‖ (Matt. 18:18). 

This latter text refers to the mediatorial commission, it is true; but it must be remembered 

that a mere creature could not take such a commission, if it were offered to him. In 

interpreting those passages in which omnipotence and divine exaltation (Phil. 2:9) are 

said to be ―given‖ to the incarnate Son, it must be recollected that it requires an infinite 

nature to receive and wield such infinite gifts. A created nature would be crushed by 

them, as Tarpeia was by the shields of the Sabine soldiers. They are communicable only 

to an infinite person. 

4.  Omniscience is ascribed to the Son: ―Lord, you know all things‖ (John 21:17); ―we are 

sure that you know all things‖ (16:30); ―Jesus knew what was in man‖ (2:24–25); ―when 

you were under the fig tree, I saw you‖ (1:49); ―I am he who searches the reins and 

hearts‖ (Rev. 2:23). Compare 1 Kings 8:29: ―You only know the hearts of all the children 

of men.‖ In Mark 13:32 Christ is said to be ignorant of the day of judgment. This is 

explained, by many, by a reference to his human nature. He was ignorant in respect to his 

humanity. But there is another explanation which refers it to the total theanthropic 

person. An official ignorance is meant. Augustine so explains: ―Christ as the mediator 

was not authorized, at that time, to give information respecting the time of the final 

judgment, and this is called ‗ignorance‘ upon his part; as a ditch   p 262  is sometimes 

called ‗blind‘ because it is hidden from the eyes of men and not because it is really so.‖ 

Macknight interprets in the same way. This use of ―know‖ for known‖ is frequent in 

Scripture: ―Now I know that you fear God, seeing that you have not withheld your only 

son from me‖ (Gen. 22:12). In 1 Cor. 2:2 St. Paul says, ―I determined not to know 

anything among you, save Jesus Christ.‖ To ―know‖ means to ―make known‖ in Matt. 

11:27: ―No one knows the Son but the Father, neither knows anyone the Father but the 

Son and he to whomsoever the Son will reveal him.‖ Compare John 1:18: ―The only 

begotten Son who is in the bosom of the Father, he has declared him.‖ A particular 

trinitarian person is officially the one to reveal another, and in this reference the others do 

not officially reveal and so are officially ―ignorant.‖ Paul (Gal. 1:16) says that ―it pleased 

God the Father to reveal his Son in him.‖ This explanation of the ―ignorance‖ spoken of 

in Mark 13:32 as official agrees better than the other with other statements of Scripture. 

When it is said that ―the Father only‖ knows the time of the day of judgment, this must be 

harmonized with the truth that the Holy Spirit is omniscient and ―searches the deep things 

of God‖ (1 Cor. 2:10). The Holy Spirit is not ignorant of the time of the day of judgment, 

but like the incarnate Son he is not commissioned to reveal the time. Again, it is not 

supposable that Christ now seated on the mediatorial throne is ignorant, even in respect to 

his human nature, of the time of the day of judgment, though he is not authorized to 

officially make it known to his church (see p. 622). 

5.  Immutability: ―The heavens shall perish, but you remain‖ (Heb. 1:11–12). The 

immutability of Jehovah in Ps. 102:26 is here ascribed to the Son. ―Jesus Christ is the 

same yesterday, today, and forever‖ (Heb. 13:8). 

6.  Divine plenitude, that is, divine essence and attributes is attributed to Christ in Col. 2:9: 

―In him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily.‖ 

7.  Self-existence or ―life in himself‖ is attributed to the incarnate Son (John 5:26). That this 

is ―given‖ or ―communicated‖ to the Son by the Father does not imply inequality of 
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being. Self-existing life is ipso facto divine. The mode in which it is possessed does not 

change the nature of the possession. In communicating divine essence to the Son, the 

Father communicates all its properties. 

Divine works are attributed to the Son of God: 

1.  Creation: ―When he prepared the heavens, I was there‖ (Prov. 8:27); ―all things were 

made by him‖ (John 1:3); ―by him were all things created, visible and invisible‖ (Col. 

1:16–17); ―by whom he made the worlds‖ (Heb. 1:2); ―you, Lord, in the beginning have 

laid the foundation of the earth‖ (1:10). 

2.  Preservation: ―Upholding all things by the word of his power‖ (Heb. 1:3); ―by him all 

things consist‖ (Col. 1:17); ―my Father works hitherto, and I work‖ (John 5:17). 

3.  Miracles performed by Christ in person or through his apostles, especially the 

resurrection of the dead: ―As the Father raises up the dead, so the Son quickens whom he 

will‖ (John 5:21); ―I will raise him up at the last day‖ (6:40). Christ appeals to these   p 263  

miracles in proof of his divinity: ―The works that I do bear witness of me‖ (5:36). 

Socinus asserted that the creation ascribed to Christ is the secondary spiritual creation. This 

is not so because (a) John 1:3 speaks absolutely, without any qualification, which would have 

been necessary, if a particular kind of creation were intended; (b) the universal creation without 

exception (oude hen)
194

 is expressly mentioned; (c) it is not exclusively the spiritual creation, 

namely, the church, because (v. 10) that part of the world who ―knew him not‖ was created by 

him; and (d) Paul (Col. 1:16) extends the creation by Christ to all creatures, visible and 

invisible—to angels as well as men—and speaks of the second spiritual creation afterward (v. 

18). Socinus also asserted that Christ‘s agency in creation is instrumental (di‘ autou,
195

 John 1:3). 

The reply is (a) that there cannot be instrumental agency in such a work as creation ex nihilo; an 

instrument must have materials to work upon, but there are none in creation; (b) the same 

preposition (di‘ autou)
196

 is applied to God: ―And through him are all things‖ (Rom. 11:36); ―an 

apostle not of men, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father‖ (Gal. 1:1); (c) the creation is not 

only di‘ autou
197

 (Col. 1:16) but eis auton
198

 (1:16); Christ is the final end as well as first cause; 

and (d) the creation is not only di‘ autou
199

 but en autō
200

 (1:17). The universe has its supporting 

ground in Christ (en autō synestēke),
201

 as man is said to live in God (Acts 17:28). When creation 

is peculiarly ascribed to the Father, the Son is not excluded, any more than when redemption is 

peculiarly ascribed to the Son, the Father is excluded. 

It is asserted that Christ‘s power to work miracles was official, like that of the apostles and 

prophets. This is an error, because (a) miraculous power emanated from him as from the original 

source: ―Believe you that I am able to do this?‖ (Luke 6:19; 8:46; Matt. 9:28); (b) the apostles 

affirm that they do not work miracles in their own name, but in the name of Christ: ―Jesus Christ 

makes you whole‖ (Acts 9:34); ―his name, through faith in his name has made this man strong‖ 

(3:16); ―by the name of Jesus Christ does this man stand here before you whole‖ (4:10). 
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Compare Matt. 14:33 (―they worshiped him‖) with Acts 14:15 (―why do you these things?‖). 

When Christ (John 11:41) thanks the Father for hearing his prayer, it is to be noticed that it is a 

prayer in his office of mediator and that he offers it in order that the people may have a proof of 

his divine mission (v. 42). It was not that he felt himself unable to work the miracle and needed 

to be empowered for the act; but he wished that the spectators, ―the people which stood by,‖ 

should know that he and the Father were one and the same being in all acts and words. If the 

spectators had seen Lazarus raised from the dead with no allusion to the eternal Father and no 

uplifting of the filial eye, they would have been apt to separate Christ from the Father, as a kind 

of separate and independent God. Respecting this prayer, Christ says, ―I know that you hear me 

always,‖ implying that his prayer is not like that of a mere man,   p 264  which may or may not be 

heard, according as God shall see best. (c) The work of salvation in its several parts is ascribed to 

Christ: 

redemption (Acts 20:28) 

election (John 13:18) 

effectual calling (John 10:16; Matt. 9:13) 

sanctification (Eph. 5:26) 

mission of the Spirit (John 16:7, 14; 15:26) 

defense against enemies (John 10:10) 

gift of eternal life (John 10:28) 

resurrection of the body (John 5:21) 

final judgment (John 5:22; Acts 17:31) 

Christ is called the Lord of the church (Eph. 4:5) and the husband of the church (5:25), which 

latter is the title given to Jehovah in reference to Israel (Isa. 54:5). 

Religious worship in its various acts is rendered to the Son of God, namely: 

faith: ―believe also in me‖ (John 14:1) 

hope: ―blessed are all they that put their trust in him (the Son)‖ (Ps. 2:12); but ―cursed is the 

man that trusts in man‖ (Jer. 17:5) 

adoration: ―let all the angels of God worship him‖ (Heb. 1:6); ―kiss [a mark of homage and 

adoration; 1 Sam. 10:1] the Son‖ (Ps. 2:12); ―the Father has given all judgment to the 

Son, that all men should honor the Son even as they honor the Father‖ (John 5:23); ―at 

the name of Jesus, every knee should bow‖ (Phil. 2:9–10) 

invocation of blessing: (a) grace, mercy, and peace are implored from Christ, not less than 

from the Father; believers are described as those ―who call on the name of the Lord Jesus 

Christ‖ (1 Cor. 1:2; Acts 9:14); Stephen calls upon Christ to receive his spirit at death 

(7:59); (b) glory and honor are invoked for Christ in connection with the Father ―who sits 

upon the throne‖ (Rev. 5:13); (c) doxology to Christ (1 Pet. 4:11; 2 Tim. 4:18; Rev. 1:6; 2 

Pet. 3:18). Says Athanasius (Orations 3.12): ― ‗May God and his angel Gabriel, or 

Michael, grant you‘ would be a new and extraordinary sort of prayer. But ‗God the Father 

and his Son Jesus Christ grant you‘ is perfectly agreeable to Scripture.‖ 

The deity of the Son is proved by his trinitarian position and relations: 
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1.  By the equality of the Son with the Father: ―Saying that God was his Father, he made 

himself equal with God‖ (John 5:17–18). Christ proved this equality to the Jews by 

asserting his self-existence or ―life in himself‖ (5:26) and equality in honor: ―All men 

should honor the Son, even as they honor the Father‖ (5:23). When Christ says (5:19) that 

―the Son can do nothing of himself (aph‘ heautou),‖
202

 he means that he cannot work in 

isolation or separation from the Father, as if he were another being. Hence, he   p 265  adds, 

―What things soever the Father does, these also does the Son likewise.‖ The same truth is 

taught in 8:28: ―I do nothing of myself, but as my Father has taught me, I speak these 

things.‖ When Christ said (14:28), ―My Father is greater than I,‖ he was comparing his 

then existing state of humiliation with the glorious state of the Father. If the disciples 

understood this, they would rejoice ―because I said I go unto the Father,‖ since it would 

be a return to ―the glory which Christ had with the Father, before the world was‖ (17:5) 

(see Luthardt on John 14:28). 

2.  By the unity of the Son with the Father: ―I and my Father are one (hen) being‖
203

 (John 

10:30).
204

 The Jews understood this to be a claim to unity of essence and to be 

―blasphemy, because you being a man make yourself God‖ (v. 33). Christ reiterates and 

proves his claim by reference to the use of the word gods (not God) applied to the 

prophets and magistrates of the old economy (Ps. 82:6; Exod. 21:6; 22:8–9, 28: 

˒ĕlōhîm).
205

 It is an argument from the less to the greater. If magistrates may be called 

gods, then the commissioned Messiah may be called the Son of God—and the Son of 

God he had previously asserted to be one with the Father (John 10:30). This, the Jews 

regarded as ―making himself God‖ (v. 33). The Jews understood the ―Son of God‖ to be 

God, as is proved by Matt. 26:63–65. 

The deity of the Son is proved by the office of mediator that he discharges: 

1.  A mediator must be the equal of either of the two parties between whom he mediates: ―a 

daysman who can lay his hand upon both‖ (Job 9:3); ―a mediator is not of one [party]‖ 

(Gal. 3:20). 

2.  He must be a prophet who can inwardly enlighten and not merely teach by words 

externally, a king who can protect his kingdom, and a priest who can make atonement to 

justice for his people. These functions cannot be discharged by a finite being. 

The deity of the Son is proved by the fact that he is revealed and manifested. This implies 

that primarily he is the unrevealed deity: ―To reveal his Son in me‖ (Gal. 1:15–16); ―the Son of 

God was manifested‖ (1 John 3:8). A created being is never said to be revealed or manifested. 

When it is said ―that God has made that same Jesus whom you have crucified both Lord and 

Christ‖ (Acts 2:36), the reference is not to his essential but his economic or official dominion as 

the God-man and Messiah. When Christ is called (Rev. 3:14) ―the beginning (archē)
206

 of the 

creation of God,‖ it is in the active sense of the word archē,
207

 as in Rev. 1:1, 8, where Textus 
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Receptus, Vulgate, Coptic, and א have archē kai to telos.
208

 He causes the creature to begin. He 

is the ―beginning‖ in the sense of origin or source. It corresponds to the Alpha in 1:8. Origen 

employs the   p 266  term in an active signification in his treatise Concerning First Principles.
209

 

The archē
210

 of Plato and Aristotle is the term for the cause of the origin or genesis of anything. 

Plato (Phaedo) quotes Anaxagoras as teaching that nous
211

 is hē archē tēs kinēseō.
212

 Aristotle 

(Ethics 3.1) says that a man is blamed or praised for that hou hē archē en autō esti.
213

 In Ethics 

3.1 the same idea is conveyed by the two phrases: hou hē archē exōthen
214

 and hopot‘ an hē aitia 

en tois ektos.
215

 

The deity of the Son is proved by the fact that he is eternally generated, not created in time. 

This is established by those texts which teach the unique and solitary nature of his sonship. The 

Son is monogenēs:
216

 ―The only begotten of the Father‖ (John 1:14); ―the only begotten Son‖ or 

―only begotten God‖ (uncials) (1:18; 3:16, 18; 1 John 4:9). The Son is prōtotokos:
217

 ―When he 

brings the first begotten into the world‖ (Heb. 1:6). The Son is prōtotokos pasēs ktiseōs:
218

 

―begotten before all creation‖ (Col. 1:15). The context shows that the genitive, here, is not 

partitive, but is governed by prōtos
219

 in composition: ―for by him were all things created‖ 

(1:16). Compare prōtos mou ēn
220

 (John 1:30). This is the exegesis of Tertullian (Concerning the 

Trinity), Ambrose (Concerning the Faith 1.4), Athanasius (Against the Arians 2.63), Eusebius 

(Demonstration of the Gospel 5), and Chrysostom. Had St. Paul wished to say that the Son is a 

part of creation, he would have written prototokos ek pasēs ktiseōs
221

 (cf. ek tōn nekrōn;
222

 Col. 

1:18). The Son is agapētos:
223

 ―This is my beloved Son‖ (Matt. 3:17; 17:5). The Son is idios:
224

 

―He said that God is his own Father (patera idion)‖
225

 (John 5:18). God ―sent his own Son (ton 

heautou huion)‖
226

 (Rom. 8:3, 32). 

That the generation of the Son of God is in eternity and not a temporal emanation is proved 

by Mic. 5:2. The ―goings forth‖ or ―issuing‖ (môṣEā˒)
227

 of the ruler of Israel who is to be born 

in Bethlehem are ―from everlasting.‖ The Hebrew denotes an emanation, as in Ps. 65:8: ―The 

outgoings of the morning‖ are the beams of sunrise (cf. Hos. 6:3). That he is Son in the sense of 

a divine person is proved by the fact that the angels are not called sons in this sense: ―Unto 

which of the angels said he at any time, You are my Son, this day have I begotten you! And 

again, I will be to him a Father, and he shall be to me a Son‖ (Heb. 1:5). It is also proved by the 
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fact that he is to have the uttermost parts of the earth for his possession (Ps. 2:8), that he is to 

overthrow the sinful kings of earth (2:9), and that the kings of the earth are commanded to 

worship him (2:12).  p 267   

The passage ―you are my son, this day have I begotten you‖ (2:7) teaches the eternal 

generation of the second trinitarian person. That it relates to the Messiah is proved by Acts 4:25–

26; 13:33; Heb. 1:5. The earlier rabbis referred this text to the Messiah; the later rabbis, in order 

to invalidate the doctrine of the deity of Christ, have many of them referred it to David. 

Mohammed, in the Koran, alters it to ―you are my prophet, I have educated you.‖ Respecting the 

meaning of ―begotten‖ in this passage, there are three explanations: (a) The fathering is the 

eternal generation. The words this day denote the universal present, the everlasting now, which is 

put for eternity. This view is taken by Origen, Athanasius, Basil, Augustine, elder Lutherans, and 

Turretin. (b) The fathering is the miraculous conception or the incarnation of the eternal Son. 

The words this day are equivalent to ―when he brings in the first begotten into the world‖ (Heb. 

1:6). This view is held by Chrysostom, Theodoret, Kuinöel, and Hoffmann. (c) The fathering is 

the resurrection and exaltation of Christ. This view is taken by Hilary, Ambrose, Calvin, and 

Grotius. But this explanation rests upon a misapprehension of St. Paul in Acts 13:32–35. The 

apostle does not quote (v. 33) the passage in the second psalm, ―you are my son‖ etc., in order to 

prove the resurrection of Christ, but his incarnation, or the fulfillment of the messianic promise 

made to the fathers (v. 32). The ―raising up‖ (Revised Version; not ―again‖ as in Authorized 

Version) of Jesus spoken of in verse 33 is the bringing of the Messiah into the world for his 

mediatorial work (cf. Rom. 9:17: ―For this same purpose have I raised you up [exēgeira se]‖).
228

 

This incarnation of the Son, St. Paul says, was promised in ―the second psalm.‖ He then proceeds 

(Acts 13:34) to prove the fulfillment of the promise that the Messiah should be raised from the 

dead by quoting from Isa. 55:3 and from Ps. 16:10: ―And as concerning that he raised him up 

from the dead, he said on this wise, I will give you the sure mercies of David; and in another 

psalm, You will not suffer your Holy One to see corruption.‖ The choice, therefore, lies between 

the first and second explanations; and the deity of the son is proved by Ps. 2:7 in either case. It is 

directly taught by the first explanation and impliedly by the second because the incarnation of 

the Son supposes his prior unincarnate existence and position. 

Augustine (On the Trinity 2.1) classifies the texts referring to the Son in the following 

manner: (1) Texts teaching the unity and equality of substance between the Father and Son, such 

as ―I and my Father are one‖ (John 10:30); ―who being in the form of God, thought it not robbery 

to be equal with God‖ (Phil. 2:6); (2) texts teaching the inferiority of the Son on account of his 

having taken the form of a servant, such as ―my Father is greater than I‖ (John 14:28); ―the 

Father has given him authority to execute judgment, because he is the Son of Man‖ (5:27); (3) 

texts teaching neither equality nor inferiority, but only that the Son is of the Father, such as ―for 

as the Father has life in himself, so has he given to the Son to have life in himself‖ (5:19) and 

―the Son can do nothing of himself, but what he sees the Father do‖ (5:20). 

  p 268  Deity of God the Holy Spirit 

Before proceeding to prove the deity of God the Holy Spirit, it is necessary to notice the 

technical use of ―Spirit‖ and of ―Holy‖ in this connection. The third person in the Godhead is 

                                                           
228

 228.  ἐξιγειρά ςε 



 
273 

denominated the Spirit with reference to his person, not his essence. He is no more spiritual as to 

his substance than is the Father or the Son. He is denominated the Spirit because of the mode in 

which the essence is communicated to him, namely, by spiration: ―Spirit, because spirated.‖
229

 

―The Father is spirit and the Son is spirit, but the Holy Spirit is emphatically the Spirit. Not that 

he is spirit in any higher or any different sense of the word spirit, but upon other accounts, the 

name of Spirit is emphatically and more peculiarly attributed to him‖ (Waterland, Second 

Defence Q. 2). Neither is he denominated the ―Holy‖ Spirit because holiness is any more 

peculiar to him than to the first and second persons; but because he is the author of holiness in 

creatures. The epithet holy also relates to the person, not the essence. 

Socinians deny the distinct personality of the Holy Spirit; they concede eternity because they 

regard the Spirit as the influence or effluence of the eternal God. That the Holy Spirit is a person 

is certain … 

1.  Because he speaks of himself in the first person: ―I have sent them‖ (Acts 10:19); 

―separate for me Barnabas and Saul for the work whereunto I have called them‖ (13:2). 

2.  Because personal acts are attributed to him: (a) teaching (John 14:26), (b) witnessing 

(15:26; Rom. 8:16), (c) revealing future events (1 Tim. 4:1), (d) searching the depths of 

God (1 Cor. 2:10), (e) setting apart and sending persons for the ministry (Isa. 61:1; Acts 

13:2; 20:28), (f) creating (Gen. 1:2), (g) the miraculous conception (Luke 1:35), and (h) 

bestowing of ordinary and extraordinary gifts (1 Cor. 12:11). 

3.  Because he is described as personally distinct from the Father and Son, being sent by 

them (John 14:16; 15:26; 16:7): This separate and personal distinctness is marked by the 

use of the masculine pronoun with the neuter article and noun: hotan elthē ekeinos to 

pneuma tēs alētheias
230

 (16:13); believers are sealed tō pneumati hos estin arrabōn
231

 

(Eph. 1:13). 

4.  Because he cooperates with equal power and authority with the Father and the Son in 

conferring and sealing blessings to the church: This is proved by the baptismal formula 

(Matt. 28:19), the apostolic benediction (2 Cor. 13:14), and the witnessing respecting 

redemption in Christ (1 John 5:7: ―there are three that bear record—the Spirit, the water, 

and the blood—and these three agree in one‖). 

5.  Because he appears in theophanies: in the form of a dove (Matt. 3:16) and in the form of 

a tongue of flame (Acts 2:3–4). 

6.  Because sin is committed against the Holy Spirit: ―They rebelled and vexed his Holy 

Spirit‖ (Isa. 63:10); the unpardonable sin (Matt. 12:31–32); Ananias and Sapphira lied 

against the Holy Spirit (Acts 5:3).  p 269   

7.  Because the Spirit is distinguished from the gifts of the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:4, 8, 11) and 

from the energy (dynamis)
232

 of the Spirit (Luke 4:14; 1:35). 

That the Holy Spirit is a divine person is clear … 

1.  Because the divine name is given to him: In Isa. 6:9 Jehovah speaks, and in Acts 28:25 

the Holy Spirit is said to speak the same words. In 2 Sam. 23:2–3 ―the Spirit of the Lord 

spoke; and he is called the God of Israel.‖ The lie of Ananias against the Holy Spirit was 
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a lie against God (Acts 5:3). The believer‘s body is the temple of God because the Holy 

Spirit dwells in it (1 Cor. 3:16; 6:19). The indwelling of the Holy Spirit is the indwelling 

of God: ―We know that we dwell in God and God dwells in us, because he has given us 

of his Spirit‖ (1 John 4:13). 

2.  Because divine attributes are ascribed to him: (a) eternity (Gen. 1:2); (b) omnipresence: 

―Whither shall I flee from your Spirit?‖ (Ps. 139:7–8); ―the Holy Spirit dwells in you‖ (1 

Cor. 3:16); (c) omniscience: ―The Spirit searches the deep things of God‖ (1 Cor. 2:10); 

―he shall guide you unto all truth and show you things to come‖ (John 16:13); ―holy men 

of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit‖ (2 Pet. 1:21); (d) omnipotence: 

―The power of the Highest‖ is the power of the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35); ―he shall quicken 

your mortal bodies by his Spirit which dwells in you‖ (Rom. 8:11). 

3.  Because divine works are attributed to him: (a) creation (Gen. 1:2; Ps. 33:6), (b) 

preservation and government (Ps. 104:30), (c) miracles (Matt. 12:28; 1 Cor. 12:4; Luke 

1:35), (d) the unction and mission of the Messiah (Isa. 61:1), (e) remission of sin and 

regeneration (1 Cor. 6:11; John 3:5), (f) government of the church (Acts 13:2; 15:28; 

20:28), (g) prediction of future events (John 16:13; Acts 11:28), (h) charismata (1 Cor. 

12:7–11), (i) illumination (Eph. 1:17–18), (j) sanctification (2 Thess. 2:13; 1 Pet. 1:2), 

and (k) resurrection of the dead (Rom. 8:11). 

4.  Because divine worship is rendered to him: in the baptismal formula (Matt. 28:19) and in 

the apostolic benediction (2 Cor. 13:14; Rev. 1:4). In this last passage, the ―seven spirits‖ 

are the Holy Spirit, who is so called because of the variety of his gifts, because it is the 

perfect number in the Jewish idea, and because of an allusion to the seven churches 

addressed.
233

 ―Glorify God in your body, which is God‘s‖ (1 Cor. 6:20), but it is the Holy 

Spirit who dwells in the body as his temple (v. 19); ―Lord, you are God, who by the 

mouth of your servant David have said, Why do the heathen rage?‖ (Acts 4:24–25). But 

David spoke by the Holy Spirit, so that this act of worship on the part of the disciples 

terminated on the Holy Spirit. 

The reason why less is said in Scripture respecting the adoration and worship of the third 

person than of the others is that in the economy of redemption it is the office of the Spirit to 

awaken feelings of worship, and naturally, therefore, he appears more as the author than the 

object   p 270  of worship. But a person who by an internal operation can awaken feelings of 

worship is ipso facto God. 

The deity of the Holy Spirit is proved by the nature of his spiration and procession. It is 

marked by the same characteristics with those of the generation of the Son. It is eternal, never 

beginning and never ending. It is necessary, not dependent upon the optional will of either the 

first or second persons. And it is an emanation out of the one eternal essence, not the creation of 

a new substance from nothing. The procession of the Holy Spirit is not that temporal and 

external afflatus which terminates upon creatures in inspiration, regeneration, and sanctification; 

but that eternal and internal spiration whereby a subsistence in the divine essence results. 

How procession differs from generation it is impossible to explain: ―That there is a difference 

between generation and procession, we have taught, but what is the manner of the difference, we 

do not at all pretend to teach‖ (John of Damascus, Concerning the Orthodox Faith 4.10); ―there 

                                                           
233

 233.  WS: In Rev. 5:6 “the seven spirits of God sent forth into all the earth” are the “seven eyes of the Lamb”; in the 
Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs “seven spirits” of error are described who stand for Satan the archspirit of evil (Grabe, 
Spicilegium 1.146). 



 
275 

is a difference between generation and procession, but I do not know how to distinguish them, 

because both are ineffable‖ (Augustine, Against Maximin 19). Some of the Schoolmen attempted 

to explain the difference by saying that the generation of the Son is by the mode of the 

understanding and intellect, and hence the Son is called Wisdom and Word; but the procession of 

the Spirit is by the mode of the will and affections, and hence the Spirit is called Love. Turretin 

(3.21.3) distinguishes the difference by the following particulars: (1) in respect to the source: 

generation is from the Father alone; procession is from the Father and Son; (2) in respect to the 

effects: generation not only results in a hypostatic personality but in resemblance; the Son is the 

image of the Father, but the Spirit is not the image of the Father and Son; an image is a 

representation of one, not of two persons; generation is accompanied with the power to 

communicate the essence, procession is not; (3) in respect to the order of relationship: filiation is 

second and procession is third; in the order of nature, not of time, spiration is after generation; 

the Father and Son spirate the Spirit, not as two different essences, in each of whom resides a 

spirative energy—which would result in two processions—but as two personal subsistences of 

one essence, who concur in one resulting procession; there are two spirations, but only one 

procession (Turretin 3.31.6). 

The Latin church objected to the Greek insertion of monou
234

 in article 7 of the Athanasian 

Creed: apo tou (monou) patros;
235

 and the Greek church blamed the Latin for adding filioque to 

the Nicene Creed at the Council of Toledo in 589. At the Council of Florence in 1439 a 

compromise was made, whereby it was decided that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father by 

(per) the Son. But the Greeks receded from this and stood upon their first position. The use of 

per implies instrumental agency, which is inaccurate. 

Says Turretin (3.31.5): 

Although the Greeks ought not to be regarded as heretics for their opinion, neither ought the 

schism between the West and East to have arisen upon this ground, yet the opinion of the Latins 

is more in accordance with Scriptures, and there is more reason for retaining it than for rejecting 

it:   p 271  Because (1) the Spirit is sent not less by the Son than by the Father (John 16:7); but he 

could not be sent by the Son, unless he proceeded from him; (2) the Spirit is called the Spirit of 

the Son, not less than of the Father (Gal. 4:6; Rom. 8:9; Phil. 1:19); (3) whatever the Spirit has, he 

has not less from the Son than from the Father (John 16:13–15); and as the Son is said to be from 

the Father because he does not speak of himself, but from the Father, from whom he has all 

things, so the Spirit ought to be said to proceed from the Son, because he hears and speaks from 

him; and (4) Christ breathed the Spirit upon his disciples (20:22), and this temporal spiration 

implies an eternal. 

S U P P L E M E N T S 

3.4.1 (see p. 226). Rationalistic critics endeavor to empty the Old Testament of its doctrinal contents in 

order to establish their position that the religion of Israel is merely one of the ethnic religions which arise 

from the natural evolution of the religious sentiment in man. They deny that the germs of the Christian 

religion are found in the Jewish and eliminate as far as possible from the Old Testament the doctrines of 
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the Trinity and incarnation, of apostasy and redemption. The historical criticism of the church from the 

beginning has contended, on the contrary, that all of the truths of the New Testament are contained in an 

inchoate form in the Old Testament. The doctrine of the Trinity is no exception. The consensus of 

ecclesiastical opinion is as great on this point as on any other. The fathers, the Schoolmen, and the 

Reformation divines are unanimous upon it. The common view is expressed in Belgic Confession 9: ―The 

testimonies of Holy Scripture which teach us to believe the holy Trinity are written in many passages of 

the Old Testament, which do not so much need to be enumerated as to be selected with discretion. In Gen. 

1:26 God says, ‗Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.‘ From this saying, ‗Let us make man in 

our image,‘ it appears that there are more persons in the Godhead than one; and when he says, ‗God 

created,‘ this shows the unity of the Godhead. It is true that it is not said, here, how many persons there 

are, but that which is obscure in the Old Testament is plain in the New.‖ Both the elder Lutheran and 

Reformed divines, in their systems, cite texts from the Old Testament to prove the doctrine of the Trinity. 

The later Lutherans, many of whom have departed from the elder Lutheranism on some points, yet retain 

the historical opinion on this. For example, Dorner remarks that ―the Old Testament, which in opposition 

to polytheism strongly maintains divine unity, yet shows traces of a plurality in God. The plural Elohim, 

Adonai, Shaddai show divine powers, potentialities, which are nevertheless referred to unity‖ (Christian 

Doctrine §19). Dorner, however, does not find so full a trinitarianism in the Old Testament as the elder 

Lutherans do: ―If the living idea of God must be conceived as trinitarian, traces of the Trinity cannot be 

wanting in the Old Covenant. If traces of the Trinity are found in the heathen religions, especially those of 

India, how could they be wholly absent from the Hebrew religion? If Jehovah does not merely say, ‗I am 

that I am‘ (Exod. 13:14), but also says, ‗I am he‘ (Deut. 32:39), he contrasts himself with himself, and an 

internal distinction is thereby made in God. When he says in Isa. 43:25 ‗I blot out your transgressions for 

my own sake,‘ he represents himself to be his own end when he works. But there is wanting in such 

statements the third element; and although there is frequent mention in the Old Testament of the ‗Spirit of 

God‘ and of the ‗Holy Spirit‘ (Gen. 1:3; 6:3; Ps. 51:11–12), nevertheless that Spirit is only the Spirit of 

life given by God (104:29; Job 27:3; 34:14) or the immanent basis of all created life. The Spirit of God is 

only thought of as a gift or power, or he denotes divine essence as working and dwelling in the world (Isa. 

32:15; Ezek. 36:27; Joel 2:28); or as the living basis of the theocracy, animating artists, poets, heroes, 

judges, kings, and prophets (Num. 11:17, 25; Deut. 34:9; Isa. 63:10). In the Old Testament the Spirit of 

God has not an immediate trinitarian relation; it does not occupy there the position of the third member of 

the Trinity. The distinctions in the Old Testament are not thought of so much ontologically as 

economically‖ (Christian Doctrine §28). 

3.4.2 (see p. 227). Augustine (City of God 11.26) thus speaks of man as the image of the Trinity: ―We 

recognize in ourselves the image of God, that is, of the supreme Trinity, an image which though it be not 

equal to God or rather though it be very far removed from him, being neither coeternal nor, to say all in a 

word, consubstantial with him, is yet nearer to him in nature than any other of his works and is destined to 

be yet restored that it may bear a still closer resemblance.‖ 

3.4.3 (see p. 230). ―It is very true,‖ says Stillingfleet (Trinity and Transubstantiation Compared), ―that 

according to arithmetic three cannot be one nor one three; but we must distinguish between bare 

numeration and the things numbered. The repetition of three units certainly makes three distinct numbers; 

but it does not make three persons to be three natures. And, therefore, as to the things themselves, we 

must go from the bare numbers to consider their nature. Wherever there is a real distinction we may 

multiply the number, though the subject be but one. As, suppose we say, the soul has three faculties—

understanding, will, and memory—we may, without the least absurdity, say these are three and one; and 

these three not confounded with each other, and yet there is but one soul.‖ 

3.4.4 (see p. 232). Owen (Person of Christ, preface) thus speaks of the confusion arising from the loose 

use of ousia
236

 and hypostasis:
237

 ―The Grecians themselves could not for a long season agree among 
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themselves whether ousia
238

 and hypostasis
239

 were of the same signification or no, both of them denoting 

essence and substance; or whether they differed in their signification, and if they did, wherein that 

difference lay. Athanasius at first affirmed them to be the same. Basil denied them so to be, or that they 

were used unto the same purpose (Letter 78). The like difference immediately fell out between the 

Grecians and Latins about hypostasis and persona. For the Latins rendered hypostasis by substantia, and 

persona by prosompon.
240

 Hereof Jerome complains, in his   p 272  epistle to Damasus, that they required 

of him in the East to confess tres hypostases, and he would only acknowledge tres personas (Letter 71). 

And Augustine gives an account of the same difference in On the Trinity 5.8–9. Athanasius endeavored 

the composing of this difference and in a good measure effected it, as Gregory of Nazianzus affirms in his 

oration concerning his praise. It was done by him in a synod of Alexandria, in the first year of Julian‘s 

reign.‖ 

3.4.5 (see p. 238). The will of a trinitarian person is the will that belongs to the one divine essence, and 

the understanding of a trinitarian person is also that of the one divine essence. There are not three wills 

and three understandings in the Trinity, but one only. When the essence is modified by eternal generation 

or eternal spiration, both the divine will and the divine understanding which belong to the essence are 

modified along with it, and this modification has its own corresponding hypostatic consciousness. In this 

way the three modifications of the one essence, with its one will and one understanding, yield three 

consciousnesses that are so distinct from each other that the Father knows that he is not the Son, and the 

Son that he is not the Father, and the Spirit that he is neither the Father nor the Son. The varieties in these 

three consciousnesses do not spring from three essences or beings each having a will and understanding, 

but from one numerical being or essence having one will and understanding in three varieties of 

subsistence. 

3.4.6 (see p. 245). It is true that the phrase Spirit of the Father is not found in the New Testament, but its 

equivalent is in Rom. 8:11: ―If the Spirit of him that raised up Jesus from the dead dwell in you,‖ etc. 

Here the Holy Spirit is denominated the Spirit of the Father, since it is the Father who is said to have 

raised up Christ. By virtue of the eternal communication of divine essence to the Son, his words in John 

17:10, ―all mine are yours, and yours are mine,‖ may be applied to the essential relation between the 

Father and the Son; so that if the third person is the ―Spirit of the Son,‖ he is likewise the ―Spirit of the 

Father.‖ Furthermore, the fact that the spiration of the third person is the joint act of the Father and Son 

makes him to be the Spirit of both alike. 

3.4.7 (see p. 246). One of the briefest and clearest defenses of the doctrine of eternal generation is 

contained in the treatise Eternal Sonship by the Scotch divine Kidd. In it he quotes the following from 

Monboddo, as illustrating how the Son may be from the Father and yet be equally eternal with him: 

―There is another mystery in the Christian religion which is as incomprehensible to those who are not 

philosophers as the doctrine of the Trinity is. I mean the eternal generation of the Son of God. The Son, or 

second person of the Trinity, is, according to church doctrine, eternal as well as the Father, from whom he 

is produced. Now to a man who is not a philosopher, it must appear inconceivable that one being should 

be produced by another, and yet be coexistent with him from all eternity. It is not therefore, I think, to be 

wondered that there should be such a heresy in the church as Arianism. Now the doctrine of Arius was 

that as the Son was produced or begotten, as it is expressed in Scripture, by the Father, he must have been 

in existence posterior to him; and then he must have existed in time and not from all eternity, as the 

Father existed; and accordingly Arius maintained that there was a time when he was not. His expression 

was ēn pote hote ouk ēn.
241

 But ancient learning will explain that one thing may proceed from another as 
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its cause [source] and yet be coeval with it. This may be explained by an example which every man who 

has learned the elements of geometry will readily understand. It is this: That every corollary of a 

proposition is a truth eternal as well as the proposition itself; and yet it is derived from the proposition as 

its cause [source] and could not have existed if the proposition had not been an eternal truth. What has led 

Arius and his followers into the error of supposing that the Son, being produced [or begotten] by the 

Father, could not be coeternal with him, but must have existed in time, is what we observe of the 

production of things on this earth, where the product is always posterior to the cause producing it. But this 

is true only of material things, which have no permanent existence but are constantly changing, being 

never the same thing for two moments together. Yet there is one material thing which will illustrate this 

matter very much and make it intelligible even to those who are not versed in philosophical distinctions. 

The thing I mean is the sun, which produces rays that are coeval with the cause producing them; as we 

cannot suppose the sun to exist without rays. And this example, together with the other I have given from 

geometry, proves this general proposition, that whenever anything by the necessity of its own nature 

produces another thing, both the thing produced and the producer must be coexistent. So that if the latter 

is eternal, the former must be. Now this is the case with the generation of the Son of God; for as 

production [generation] is essential to the Supreme Being, and as the first production [generation], 

according to the order of nature, must have been the principle of intelligence, or the eternal Word or 

Reason, who is the second person of the Trinity, it was necessary that this production should be coeval 

with the first person from whom it is derived and therefore coeternal with him. In this way, I think, the 

eternal generation is clearly explained, as it is shown that the first person of the Trinity himself cannot 

exist without producing [generating] the second‖ (Kidd, Eternal Sonship, 340). 

3.4.8 (see p. 249). It may be asked why ―a divine attribute cannot belong to a fraction of the divine 

essence,‖ as well as a human attribute may belong to a fraction of the human nature? Rationality and 

immortality as properties and wisdom and power as attributes belong to every individual man, and he is 

only a part of the human species. The answer is that the infinitude of the attribute or property in one case 

and the finiteness in the other accounts for the difference. There may be a multitude of degrees of finite 

power, wisdom, rationality, and immortality, but there are no degrees of infinite power, wisdom, 

rationality, and immortality. In these latter instances there must therefore either be the whole or none of 

the attribute or quality. It is not so in the former instances. Division is possible, consequently, in the 

former case, but not in the latter. Infinite wisdom must be possessed as a whole or not at all. But finite 

wisdom is a part only of wisdom, and there may be an unlimited number of parts, each of which may 

belong to an unlimited number of individuals. 

3.4.9 (see p. 253). The unity of divine essence in connection with the trinality and distinctness of the 

divine persons is carefully asserted by Christ whenever he speaks either of himself or of the Father and 

the Spirit. In respect to the Father and the Son he says, ―All things that the Father has are mine‖ (John 

16:15); ―the Son can do nothing of himself (aph‘ heautou),
242

 but what he sees the Father do; for what 

things soever he does, these also does the Son likewise‖ (5:19); ―I do nothing of myself (aph‘ 

emautou);
243

 but as the Father has taught me I speak these things‖ (8:28; 12:49; 14:10). In respect to the 

Spirit and the Son he says, ―The Spirit of truth shall not speak of himself (aph‘ heautou),
244

 but 

whatsoever he shall hear, that shall he speak; he shall glorify me, for he shall receive of mine and shall 

show it unto you‖ (16:13–14). In these passages the doctrine is taught that while each person is so distinct 

from the others that he can speak of himself as doing acts that are peculiar   p 273  to himself and not to the 

others, yet the distinctness is not so great as to make him another being who does the acts aph‘ heautou
245

 

exclusively and apart from the others. There is a common ground of being, a common nature or essence 

which unifies the three. 
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3.4.10 (see p. 254). To the quotations from Witsius and Augustine asserting that the term father in the 

providential and universal sense is applicable to the Trinity may be added the following from Ursinus 

(Christian Religion Q. 20): ―The name father, as also the name God, when it is opposed to all creatures, is 

taken essentially, not personally; but when it is put with another person of the Godhead it is taken 

personally.‖ An example of the former is Luke 12:30: ―Your Father knows that you have need of these 

things.‖ The Father here is the same as ―God who clothes the grass in the field‖ (12:28) and whose 

kingdom the disciples are commanded to seek (12:31). This is the Trinity. An example of the latter is 

Matt. 12:50: ―Whosoever shall do the will of my Father which is in heaven, the same is my brother and 

sister and mother.‖ This is the first person in the Trinity. Pearson, also (On the Creed, art. 1), teaches that 

the Trinity is both the providential and redeeming Father: ―As I am assured that there is an infinite and 

independent being which we call a God and that it is impossible there should be more infinities than one, 

so I assure myself that this one God is the Father of all things, especially of all men and angels, so far as 

the mere act of creation may be styled generation; and that he is further yet and in a more peculiar manner 

the Father of all those whom he regenerates by his Spirit, whom he adopts in his Son as heirs and coheirs 

with him in the heavens. But beyond and far above all this, besides his general offspring and peculiar 

people, I believe him to be the Father in a more eminent and transcendent manner of one singular and 

proper Son, his own, his beloved, his only begotten Son. Hence, the Father is to be considered both 

personally and essentially: personally as the first in the glorious Trinity with relation and opposition to the 

Son; essentially as comprehending the whole Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.‖ 

3.4.11 (see p. 255). The fact that the first person does not issue from any person but is ingenerate and has 

the essence ―originally‖ was cited by the ancient trinitarians in proof of the unity of God. Were there two 

divine persons that are ―of none,‖ there would be two Gods. They would not be two modes of one 

essence, but two essences. Pearson (On the Creed, 1) directs attention to this and gives quotations from 

the fathers, who use it in argument with the Arians. ―That the Father is neither generated nor proceeds,‖ 

he says, ―is most true and so fit to be believed and also a most necessary truth and therefore to be 

acknowledged for the avoiding the multiplication and plurality of gods. For if there were more than one 

which were from none, it could not be denied but there were more gods than one. Wherefore, this 

origination in divine paternity has anciently been looked upon as the assertion of the unity; and therefore 

the Son and Holy Spirit have been believed to be but one God with the Father, because both are from the 

Father, who is one, and so the union of them. Says Fulgentius, ‗In two ingenerate persons a diverse 

divinity is found; but in one generate from one ingenerate a natural unity is demonstrated.‘ Says the 

Sirmium Council: ‗If anyone shall say that the Son is ingenerate and without emanation [from the Father], 

and saying that there are two ingenerates and two without origination makes two gods, let him be 

anathema.‘ Says Novatian: ‗If the Son had not been generate of the Father, there would be two persons 

neither of whom is from the other and both of whom are God unoriginate. This would be two Gods. The 

Son, like the Father, would not be God of God, but God beside God.‘ ‖ Pearson also cites Basil, 

Athanasius, and Gregory of Nazianzus to the same effect. 

3.4.12 (see p. 260). A close examination shows that the selection of prepositions in the gospels and 

epistles is carefully made in order to mark the reality of the trinitarian distinction in the divine essence. In 

John 16:28 egō para tou patros exēlthon
246

 denotes leaving a position by the Father‘s side. In 15:26 

para
247

 signifies the same thing in reference to the Holy Spirit. 
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5 Divine Attributes 

 

Divine Attributes: Methods of Classification 

Divine attributes are modes either of the relation or of the operation of divine essence. They 

are, consequently, an analytical and closer description of the essence. ―Every divine attribute,‖ 

says Nitzsch (Christian Doctrine §67), ―is a conception of the idea of God.‖ The terms 

conception and idea are here employed as in the philosophy of Schelling. As the general and 

undefined idea is reduced to the form of the particular and definite conception, so the general 

divine essence is contemplated in the particular attribute. The attributes are not parts of the 

essence, of which this latter is composed. The whole essence is in each attribute, and the attribute 

in the essence. We must not conceive of the essence as existing by itself and prior to the 

attributes, and of the attributes as an addition to it. God is not essence and attributes, but in 

attributes. The attributes are essential qualities of God. Hence Augustine, the Schoolmen, Calvin, 

and Melanchthon say that ―divine excellences are the very essence.‖
1
 Turretin (3.5.7) remarks 

that ―God‘s attributes cannot differ really (realiter) from the essence or between themselves as 

one thing differs from another thing.‖
2
 

Divine attributes are of two classes, according as they denote a passive relation of the essence 

or an active operation of it. (1) The essence considered as passively related to itself is self-

existent and simple, as passively related to duration is eternal, as passively related to space is 

immense, and as passively related to number is one. Self-existence, simplicity, eternity, 

immensity, and unity are not active operations of the divine essence, but inactive relationships of 

it. Eternity, immensity, unity, and simplicity, and the like are not modes of energizing but of 

existing. (2) The essence considered as in action yields attributes of a second class. When, for 

example, the divine essence is contemplated as simply energizing, this is omnipotence; as 

cognizing, this is omniscience; as adapting means to ends, this is wisdom; as energizing 

benevolently or kindly, this is goodness. These attributes are the divine essence, whole and 

entire, contemplated in a particular mode of external operation. 

Divine attributes are objective and real and not merely man‘s subjective mode of conception. 

We cannot say that we conceive of God as omnipotent, omnipresent, wise, good, and just, but 

that in fact he is not so. These attributes are objectively real, because the entire divine essence is 

in them. The essence is not phenomenal and unreal; consequently, the attributes are not. In 

proportion as speculation has been engaged with the divine essence while neglecting or denying 

divine attributes, it has been pantheistic because it has occupied itself with a subject without 

predicates, a substance without properties. The monad of   p 275  gnosticism and the absolute of 

pantheism are examples. These are mere mental abstractions, like the unknown quantity of 

algebra. 
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The difference between a divine attribute and a divine person is that the person is a mode of 

the existence of the essence; while the attribute is a mode either of the relation or of the external 

operation of the essence. The qualifying adjective external is important because the internal 

operation of the essence describes a trinitarian person. When the divine essence energizes ad 

intra, the operation is generation or spiration, and the essence so energizing is the Father or the 

Son; but when the divine essence energizes ad extra, the operation is omnipotence or 

omniscience or benevolence, etc. A trinitarian person is a mode of the essence; a divine attribute 

is a phase of the essence. 

Several attributes may be grouped under a general term. Wisdom and omniscience fall under 

the head of understanding. They are cognitive attributes, involving perception only. Goodness 

and mercy fall under the head of will. They are voluntary attributes in the sense that their 

exercise is sovereign and optional. Such attributes, consequently, are phases of divine 

understanding and will. In Scripture, all the attributes are sometimes summed up under the term 

glory (doxa):
3
 ―The heavens declare the glory of God‖ (Ps. 19:1). Sometimes, however, the 

context shows that a particular attribute is meant, as in Rom. 6:4, where Christ is said to be 

―raised by the glory of the Father.‖ ―Glory‖ here denotes divine omnipotence (cf. John 2:11). 

The number and classification of divine attributes is attended with some difficulty and has 

led to considerable difference of opinion among theologians. Some reckon self-existence, 

immensity, simplicity, eternity, and the like among divine attributes; others do not. Nitzsch 

(Christian Doctrine §66) denies that infinity, eternity, and immutability are properly 

denominated attributes. 

Divine attributes have been classified as incommunicable and communicable, natural and 

moral, immanent (or intransitive) and emanent (or transitive), positive and negative, absolute and 

relative, and active and passive. 

The incommunicable attributes are those that belong to God exclusively, so that there is 

nothing resembling them in a created spirit. They admit no degrees, but are divine by their very 

nature. Such are self-existence, simplicity, infinity, eternity, immutability. The communicable 

attributes are those which are possessed in a finite degree, more or less, by men and angels. Such 

are wisdom, benevolence, holiness, justice, compassion, truth. It is with reference to these that 

man is said to be created in the image of God (Gen. 1:27) and to be made partaker by 

regeneration of a divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4) and is commanded to imitate God: ―Be holy, for I am 

holy‖ (1 Pet. 1:16). That they cannot be in a creature in an infinite degree is proved by Matt. 

19:17: ―There is none [infinitely] good but one.‖ 

The natural attributes belong to the constitutional nature, as distinguished from the will of 

God. Such are self-existence, simplicity, infinity, eternity, immutability, omnipotence, 

omniscience, omnipresence. Wisdom is sometimes assigned to the natural and sometimes to the 

moral. The moral attributes are truth, goodness, holiness, justice, mercy, etc. 

The immanent or intransitive attributes are those which do not go forth and operate outside of 

the divine essence, but remain internal.   p 276  Such are immensity, eternity, simplicity, self-

existence, etc. The emanent or transitive attributes issue forth and produce effects external to 

God. Such are omnipotence, benevolence, justice, etc. 

The positive attributes are those which belong in a finite degree to the creature. The negative 

attributes are those from which all finite imperfection is negated or removed. 
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The absolute attributes express the relation of God to himself. Such are simplicity, self-

existence, unity, eternity. The relative attributes express his relation to the world. Such are 

omnipotence, omniscience, etc. 

The active attributes involve the idea of action: for example, omnipotence, justice, 

benevolence. The passive attributes involve the idea of rest: for example, self-existence, 

immensity, eternity, etc. 

We adopt the classification of incommunicable and communicable attributes. Westminster 

Shorter Catechism Q. 4 favors this arrangement by first mentioning three of the incommunicable 

attributes, followed by communicable attributes that are qualified by the former: ―God is a spirit, 

infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and 

truth.‖ 

Self-Existence (Aseity) 

The self-existence of God (aseity)
4
 denotes that the ground of his being is in himself. In this 

reference, it is sometimes said that God is his own cause. But this is objectionable language. God 

is the uncaused being and in this respect differs from all other beings. The category of cause and 

effect is inapplicable to the existence of a necessary and eternal being. 

Simplicity 

The simplicity of God denotes that his being is uncompounded, incomplex, and indivisible: 

―a most pure spirit, without parts.‖ Simplicity does not belong to angels and men. They are 

complex, being composed of soul and body: two substances, not one. They are not unembodied 

and mere spirit. The angels, like the redeemed after the resurrection, have a spiritual body, which 

does not mean a body made of spirit, but one adapted to a spiritual world. A spiritual body 

belongs to the world of extended form, not of unextended mind. The simplicity of the divine 

being is not contradictory to the Trinity of his essence, because Trinity does not denote three 

different essences, but one essence subsisting in three modes. The trinitarian distinctions no more 

conflict with the simplicity of the essence, than do the attributes. The essence is not divided into 

either hypostases or attributes. The whole essence is in each person and in each attribute. The 

theory of external emanation is incompatible with the simplicity of the divine essence. A 

substance which by efflux of particles can flow out into new forms, like rays from the sun, is 

compounded and complex. When it is said in Rom. 11:36 that ―all things are of him (ex autou),‖
5
 

it is not meant that the universe is an effluent portion of the divine essence, but that it originates 

from him as   p 277  its Creator. When it is said in Acts 17:28 that man is the offspring (genos)
6
 of 

God, it is not meant that man participates in the divine essence, but possesses a nature similar to 

that of God. 
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Infinity 

The infinity of God is the divine essence viewed as having no bounds or limits. And since 

limitation implies imperfection, the infinity of God implies that he is perfect in every respect in 

which he is infinite. If knowledge in any being has bounds, it is imperfect knowledge; if holiness 

has degrees or limits in any rational spirit, it is imperfect holiness. Yet finite holiness is real 

excellence, and limited knowledge is real knowledge. The finiteness of holiness does not convert 

it into sin; neither does the limitedness of knowledge convert it into error or untruth. The 

imperfection or limitation of the finite relates not to quality, but to quantity. Infinity is a general 

term denoting a characteristic belonging to all the communicable attributes of God. His power, 

his knowledge, his veracity is infinite. It also characterizes the being of God as well as his 

attributes. His essence is infinite. In this respect, infinity is like eternity and immutability. These 

latter, like the former, pervade the essence and all the communicable attributes. Westminster 

Shorter Catechism Q. 4 defines God to be a Spirit who is ―infinite, eternal, and unchangeable‖ 

first in his essential ―being‖ and then in his ―wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and 

truth.‖ Divine infinity is taught in Job 11:7–9: ―Can you by searching find out God? Can you 

find out the Almighty to perfection? It is as high as heaven, what can you do? deeper than hell, 

what can you know? The measure thereof is longer than the earth and broader than the sea.‖ 

Immensity and Omnipresence 

The immensity (in mensum) of God is his essence as related to space. Divine essence is not 

measurable, because not included in any limits of place: ―The heaven of heavens cannot contain 

you‖ (1 Kings 8:27; 2 Chron. 2:6; Jer. 23:24). God‘s immensity is spiritual, having no extension 

of substance. 

By virtue of God‘s immensity, he is omnipresent. Immensity and omnipresence are thus 

inseparably connected and are best considered in reference to each other. Omnipresence has 

respect to the universe of created beings and things—to space as filled. Immensity has reference 

to this and to what is beyond—to space as void: the ―beyond the blazing walls of the world‖
7
 of 

Lucretius (Concerning Nature 1.74). God is said to be beyond the universe (extra mundum),
8
 not 

in the sense that there are spaces beyond the universe which he fills by extension of substance, 

but in the sense that the universe does not exhaust his immensity or is equal to it. ―God‘s 

immensity,‖ says Schleiermacher   p 278  (Doctrine §53), ―is almighty immensity which 

determines or conditions space itself, and all that exists in space.‖ 

The presence of mind is wholly different from that of matter. Spiritual substance is present, 

wherever it is present, as a complete whole at every point. The human soul, for example, is 

present as a unity and totality at every point of the body. It is not present as the body is, 

partitively, or by division of substance. God, also, as the infinite Spirit is present at every point 

of space as a totality. He is not present in the universe by division of substance, but as a unity, 

simple and undivided. This is taught in the dicta ―the soul is all in every part‖ and ―God is a 

circle whose center is everywhere and circumference nowhere.‖ Omnipresence is taught in Ps. 
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139:7–8: ―Whither shall I flee from your presence?‖ (Jer. 23:23–24; Isa. 66:1; Acts 17:24). (See 

supplement 3.5.1.) 

Divine omnipresence means the presence of all things to God, rather than God‘s presence to 

all things. They are in his presence, but he is not in their presence. When it is said, ―Do not I fill 

heaven and earth, says the Lord‖ (Jer. 23:24), the language is tropical. If God were literally 

contained in the universe, the universe would be more immense than he is. ―Nothing contains 

you, but you contain all things,‖ says Anselm (Proslogion 19). (a) Omnipresence of God is not 

like the presence of a material body in a locality. This excludes the presence of another body; but 

God‘s presence does not exclude that of matter. ―God,‖ says Augustine (Concerning Diverse 

Questions 1.20), ―is not at some particular place (alicubi).
9
 For what is at some particular place is 

contained in space; and what is contained in some space is body. And yet because God exists and 

is not in space, all things are in him. Yet not so in him, as if he himself were a place in which 

they are.‖ (b) Divine omnipresence is not like the presence of a finite spirit embodied in a 

material form. The soul of man, though not standing in the same relation to space that matter 

does, is yet not everywhere present, but is confined to a certain place, namely, the circumference 

of the body: ―Where is the soul located? As far as I am concerned, it is in the head and I can 

offer an explanation for my belief. But the place of the soul I shall explain another time. 

Certainly it is in you‖
10

 (Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 1.29.70). (c) The omnipresence of God is 

not by extension, multiplication, or division of essence. He is all in every place, similarly as the 

soul is all in every part of the body. The whole essence of God is here, is there, and everywhere. 

God is said to be ―in heaven,‖ ―in believers,‖ ―in hell,‖ etc., because of a special 

manifestation of his glory or his grace or his retribution. In this reference, sinners are said to be 

―away‖ from God, and God from them. Some theologians have taught a ―special presence of the 

divine essence with the substance of believers,‖
11

 upon the strength of John 14:23: ―We will 

come unto him and make our abode with him.‖ But this is unnecessary: ―The essential presence 

of God is the same everywhere; the influxive declarative presence of God is special and 

otherwise in one place than another‖ (Bates, On Heaven). 

Some Socinian and deistical writers deny God‘s omnipresence as to essence and assert only a 

presence by operation from a distance. Newton seems to refer to this in a scholium at the end of 

the Principia: ―God is one and the same God always and everywhere. He is omnipresent,   p 279  

not by means of his energy (virtus) alone, but also by his substance; for energy cannot subsist 

without substance.‖ The pagan acknowledged divine omnipresence. ―Jove fills all things,‖
12

 says 

Aratus. Virgil remarks that ―God goes throughout all the earth and the extent of the sea and the 

boundless heaven‖
13

 (cf. Seneca, Concerning Benevolence 1.8). 

Eternity 

The eternity of God is his essence as related to duration. It is duration without beginning, 

without end, and without succession: ―The eternal God‖ (Gen. 21:33); ―the one that inhabits 
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eternity‖ (Isa. 57:13); ―from eternity to eternity, you are God‖ (Ps. 90:2); ―the king eternal‖ (Ps. 

102:26–28; Isa. 41:4; 1 Tim. 1:17); ―the Lord of lords who only has immortality‖ (1 Tim. 6:16); 

―I am Alpha and Omega‖ (Rev. 1:8). The French version of the Scriptures renders Jehovah by 

l‘Éternel.
14

 

Eternity is different from immortality or simple endlessness. The Schoolmen denominated 

the latter sempiternitas and aeviternitas. This is duration with succession and has a beginning, 

but no end. Eternity considered without beginning is described as a parte ante, without ending as 

a parte post. But the terms before and after in this description are tropical. They bring in the 

notion of time and succession, by which to explain; so that this definition is by quantity, not by 

quality. Locke‘s definition of eternity as ―infinite time without beginning and ending‖ is 

inadequate, because it makes eternity to be a species of time. The omission of successionlessness 

in this definition is fatal to accuracy. Eternity with succession is like immensity with extension, 

and omniscience with contingency. Some have defined eternity as the ―timeless,‖ the 

―supratemporal,‖ in order to distinguish it in kind from time. Says Schleiermacher (Doctrine 

§52), ―We must negative from God, not only all limits of time, but time itself.‖ 

That clause in the definition of eternity which represents it as without sequences and 

succession defines it according to quality. The Schoolmen explain by saying that God, by reason 

of his eternity, has a simultaneous possession of his total duration. The creature comes into 

possession of his total duration gradually and piecemeal. The whole of divine knowledge and 

experience is ever before the divine being, so that there are not parts succeeding parts. The image 

that represents eternity is the ocean; that which represents time is the river. ―The eternity of 

God‘s existence,‖ says Edwards (Will 4.8), ―is nothing else but his immediate, perfect, and 

invariable possession of the whole of his unlimited life, together and at once. It is equally 

improper to talk of months and years of divine existence and mile squares of deity.‖ Says 

Aquinas (Summa 1.10.4), ―Eternity is complete all at once, but in time there is ‗before‘ and 

‗after.‘ Therefore, time and eternity are not the same thing.‖
15

 Says Boethius (On the 

Consolation of Philosophy 5.4), ―Eternity is the measure of abiding existence, but time is the 

measure of movement.‖
16

 Says Hooker (Polity 5.69), ―Only God has true immortality or eternity,   

p 280  that is to say, continuance wherein grows no difference by addition of hereafter unto now.‖ 

Says Smith (Existence of God), ―An infinitely comprehensive mind has a simultaneous 

possession of its own never-flitting life; and because it finds no succession in its own immutable 

understanding, therefore it cannot find anything to measure out its own duration. And therefore 

the Platonists were wont to attribute aiōn
17

 or eternity to God; not so much because he had 

neither beginning nor end of days, but because of his immutable and uniform nature‖ (cf. King, 

Origin of Evil 1.3; Locke, Understanding 2.14.10; Anselm, Proslogion 19). 

In Scripture the eternity of God is denoted by the term today: ―Today have I begotten you‖ 

(Ps. 2:7). The eternal generation of the second trinitarian person is here described by the present 

alone, to the exclusion of the past and the future. This is the particular element in time which is 

best fitted to express the nature of the successionless and the unchangeable. The instant is a point 

of time and has no sequences. Hence eternity has been defined as an ―eternal now‖ or a 

―universal present.‖ Kant regards time as a form of the understanding, that is, as the manner in 

which the finite mind thinks, by reason of its finiteness. Similarly, Berkeley (Principles of 
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Knowledge §98) defines time to be the succession of thoughts in the human mind. If this 

definition be accepted, then there is no time for God, because there is no succession of thoughts 

in his mind. The form and manner of God‘s consciousness is totally different in respect to 

succession, from that of man‘s consciousness. He does not think sequaciously as man and angel 

do: ―My thoughts are not as your thoughts‖ (Isa. 55:8). 

The instantaneous vision and successionless unchanging consciousness of divine 

omniscience, in comparison with the gradual view and successive increasing knowledge of the 

creature, have been thus illustrated. A person stands at a street corner and sees a procession 

passing, whose component parts he does not know beforehand. He first sees white men, then 

black men, and, last, red men. When the last man has passed, he knows that the procession was 

composed of Europeans, Africans, and Indians. Now suppose that from a church tower he should 

see at one glance of the eye the whole procession. Suppose that he saw no one part of it before 

the other, but that the total view was instantaneous. His knowledge of the procession would be 

all comprehending and without succession. He would not come into the knowledge of the 

components of the procession, as he did in the former case, gradually and part by part. And yet 

the procession would have its own movement still and would be made up of parts that follow 

each other. Though the vision and knowledge of the procession, in this instance, is instantaneous, 

the procession itself is gradual. In like manner, the vast sequences of human history and the still 

vaster sequences of physical history appear all at once and without any consciousness of 

succession to the divine observer. This is implied in the assertion that God ―declares the end 

from the beginning‖ (Isa. 46:10) and that ―known unto God are all things from the beginning of 

the world‖ (Acts 15:18). Both extremes of that unlimited series which make up the history of the 

created universe, together with all the intermediates, are seen at once by the eternal Creator of 

the universe. Says Charnock (Eternity of God): 

Though there be a succession and order of things as they exist, there is no succession in God in 

regard to his knowledge of them. God knows the   p 281  things that shall be wrought and the order 

of them in their being brought upon the stage of the world; yet both the things and the order, he 

knows by one act [of knowledge]. The death of Christ was to precede his resurrection in the order 

of time; there is a succession in this; both at once are known by God; yet the [one] act of his 

knowledge is not exercised about Christ as dying and rising at the same moment; so that there is a 

succession in things, when there is no succession in God‘s knowledge of things. 

Man knows a succession successively; God knows a succession instantaneously and 

simultaneously. God sees the end from the beginning, and hence for him there is no interval or 

sequence between the end and the beginning. Man sees the end from the end, not from the 

beginning, and hence there is an interval and sequence for him between the two. (See supplement 

3.5.2.) 

Not only is God‘s act of knowledge eternal and successionless, but his act of power is so 

likewise. God creates all things from eternity by one act of power, as he knows all things from 

eternity by one act of knowledge and as he decrees all things from eternity by one act of will. As 

we must employ the singular, not the plural, when we speak of the eternal decree, so we must 

when we speak of the eternal causation. There is one eternal all-comprehending decree and one 

eternal all-creating cause. For God there is no series in his action any more than in his cognition 

or in his purpose. God‘s energy as the cause of the creation is one and successionless, like his 

decree; the creation itself, as the effect of this eternal cause, is a successive series. The cause is 

one; the effect is many. The cause is eternal; the effect is temporal. For divine consciousness, the 

creation of the world is not in the past and the destruction of the world is not in the future. God is 
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not conscious of an interval of thousands of years between the act by which he created the 

heaven and the earth ―in the beginning‖ (Gen. 1:1) and the act by which he created man on ―the 

sixth day‖ (1:26), because, in this case, one would be older than the other and thus only one of 

them would be an eternal act. God‘s causative energizing in both instances was eternal and 

therefore simultaneous; but the effects of it were successive and temporal. It is impossible for the 

human mind to comprehend or even to conceive of this. But it is necessary to postulate it in order 

to maintain divine immutability and omniscience. Neither of these attributes can be established, 

if it be held that God‘s consciousness respecting his exertion of power is successive like that of 

man or angel. Should we define God‘s eternal causation as an endless succession of creative 

volitions, then God‘s consciousness of his future creative volitions is in the future, like that of 

man and angel. This is fatal to omniscience, when the consciousness relates to cognition; and 

fatal to immutability, when the consciousness relates to action. If the divine will, like the human, 

energized successively through the six days of creation, so that in divine consciousness the 

divine willing on the first day preceded the divine willing on the second, and the divine willing 

upon the third followed that upon the second, then God, like man and angel, is conscious that 

two days are longer than one, and three days longer than two; which is contrary to the statement 

that ―one day is with the Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day‖ (2 Pet. 3:8) 

and to the affirmation that ―a thousand years in his sight are but as yesterday when it is past and 

as a watch in the night‖ (Ps. 90:4). The volition by which God created ―the heaven and the earth‖ 

(Gen. 1:1) is eternal, but the heaven and the earth are not   p 282  eternal. If the matter of the earth 

was originated ex nihilo, say. twenty million years ago, this matter is now exactly twenty million 

years old. But divine volition that originated it is not exactly twenty million years old. The 

created effect can be measured by days and years, but the creative cause cannot be. (See 

supplement 3.5.3.) 

Eternity implies perfection and completeness; time implies imperfection and incompleteness. 

An eternal being and an eternal consciousness never improve and never deteriorate; a temporal 

being and consciousness is continually experiencing one or the other. A creature increases in 

knowledge in certain directions and loses knowledge in others. He acquires information and he 

forgets. The Creator has infinite knowledge at every instant and neither learns nor forgets: 

The duration of everything must of necessity be agreeable to its nature; and, therefore, as that 

whose imperfect nature is ever flowing like a river and consists in continual motion and changes 

one after another, must needs have accordingly a successive and flowing duration, sliding 

perpetually from present into past and always posting on toward the future, expecting something 

of itself which is not yet in being, but to come; so must that whose perfect nature is essentially 

immutable and always the same and necessarily existent have a permanent duration, never losing 

anything of itself once present, as sliding away from it nor yet running forward to meet something 

of itself before, which is not yet in being. (Cudworth, Intellectual System 1.5) 

It follows, therefore, that there is no evolution or development in an eternal essence and 

consciousness. Evolution is change, by the very definition. Development is a transition from one 

mode of existence and experience to another. If there be evolution in a consciousness, then the 

consciousness is mutable, successive, fractional, and incomplete; if there be no evolution in a 

consciousness and it is without succession, then the consciousness is immutable, simultaneous, 

omniscient, and complete. 
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This characteristic of an eternal being and consciousness is enunciated in the Scholastic 

dictum: ―God is pure act without any potentiality.‖
18

 There is nothing potential or latent in the 

deity, as there always is in created and finite natures. ―It is necessary for that which is first being 

to be in act and in no way to be in potency,‖
19

 says Aquinas (Summa 1.3.1). One fatal error in the 

pantheistic conception of God is that it attributes potentiality to him. It maintains that God is 

capable of evolution and that he is endlessly passing through a process of development. This 

obliterates the distinction between the infinite and the finite by ascribing to the former a 

characteristic that belongs only to the latter. The infinite cannot be the perfect if the pantheistic 

postulate be true. For if the infinite being is passing from lower to higher modes of existence and 

of consciousness, as finite being is, absolute and immutable perfection cannot be attributed to 

him. Moreover, since evolution may be from the more perfect to the less perfect, as well as from 

the less perfect to the more perfect, it follows from the pantheistic theory that the infinite being 

may tend downward and become evil (see Shedd, Theological Essays, 134). 

The all-comprehending and unchanging consciousness of God excludes memory. This can 

belong only to the finite mind. As there is   p 283  nothing past in the consciousness of God, there 

can be no such act in him as that of recalling the past to mind. He neither remembers nor forgets 

in the literal sense because the whole of his knowledge is simultaneously and perpetually 

present. And this whole or sum total of omniscience includes all that which for the creature is 

included in past, present, and future time. 

The term eternity is sometimes employed in a secondary signification to denote the future 

world in distinction from this, as when it is said that a deceased man has gone into eternity. In 

this case, eternity does not denote successionless existence, but the spiritual existence of the next 

life. Men and angels cannot have the unchanging eternal consciousness of God. Every finite 

mind must think, feel, and act in time. Time is the necessary form of the finite understanding. 

Time is one of the elements of difference between the infinite and the finite: 

Immediate are the acts of God, more swift 
Than time, or motion; but to human ears 
Cannot without process of speech be told, 
So told as earthly notion can receive. 

—Milton 

Augustine upon this point errs in attributing a successionless intuition to the beatific vision of 

the saints and angels. In the heaven of heavens, ―the inhabitants,‖ he says (Confessions 12.13), 

―know all at once, not in part, not darkly, not through a glass, but as a whole, in manifestation, 

face to face, not this thing now, and that thing anon, but all at once, without succession of times.‖ 

God understands the finite form of cognition, though it is not the form of cognition for him. He 

knows that for the creature there is an interval between events, but this does not imply that for 

him there is an interval. He perfectly comprehends man‘s knowledge by sensation, but this does 

not prove that he himself has sensation. ―He knows our frame and remembers that we are dust,‖ 

but he has no such personal consciousness of frailty. 

The idea of an existence and consciousness without sequences and succession is difficult 

even to entertain, much less to comprehend. There is nothing analogous to it in human 

consciousness, which is wholly successive. Hence the idea of divine eternity as without 

evolution and change is even more baffling to human intelligence than is the idea of triunity. The 
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former is a greater mystery than the latter. The notions of paternity, filiation, and procession 

enable the human mind to seize the doctrine of the Trinity, but there are no corresponding points 

of contact in the doctrine of divine eternity. For this reason, some theologians define eternity as 

infinite time and deny that it is without succession. They assert that there are sequences and 

intervals in God‘s consciousness, as there are in that of men and angels. This was the opinion of 

Clericus. But greater difficulties follow from the denial than from the affirmation of a 

consciousness without succession in God. It is certain that God is omniscient and immutable; but 

he can be neither if his mind is subject to the same categories of time and space with the created 

mind, for both are associated. A creature of time is also a creature of space. A finite spirit cannot 

be omnipresent. It is embodied and therefore must exist in a locality. ―The eternity of God,‖ says 

Schleiermacher (Doctrine §§52, 54), ―is to be conceived as   p 284  omnipotent eternity, that is, as 

that which in God determines and conditions time itself, with all that is temporal. God is basileus 

tōn aiōnōn
20

 (1 Tim. 1:17).‖ Similarly, Augustine (Confessions 11.13) denominates God ―the 

maker of time.‖
21

 Schleiermacher objects to the separation of the attribute of eternity from that of 

omnipotence, when it is defined as merely the relation of God to duration, in that it represents 

him as merely existing passively, whereas he is intrinsically active and energizing. The remark 

that there is nothing analogous in human consciousness to the successionless consciousness of 

the Supreme Being perhaps needs some qualification. Those who have been brought to the brink 

of the grace and then brought back speak of a seemingly instantaneous survey of their whole past 

life. The following from Frances Kemble Butler‘s Records of Later Life is striking. She is 

describing her experience during a fearful storm at sea: 

As the vessel reeled under a tremendous shock, the conviction of our impending destruction 

became so intense in my mind, that my imagination suddenly presented to me the death vision, so 

to speak, of my whole existence. I should find it impossible adequately to describe the vividness 

with which my whole past life presented itself to my perception; not as a procession of events, 

filling up a succession of years, but as a whole—a total—suddenly held up to me as in a mirror, 

indescribably awful, combined with the simultaneous, acute, and almost despairing sense of loss, 

of waste, so to speak, by which it was accompanied. This instantaneous involuntary retrospect 

was followed by a keen and rapid survey of the religious belief in which I had been trained and 

which then seemed to me my only important concern. 

In all this, however, there is really a succession and a series; only it is so exceedingly rapid as to 

seem simultaneous. 

Immutability 

The immutability of God is the unchangeableness of his essence, attributes, purposes, and 

consciousness. Immutability results from eternity, as omnipresence does from immensity. That 

which has no evolution and no succession is the same yesterday, today, and forever: ―I am 

Jehovah, I change not‖ (Mal. 3:6); ―the heavens shall perish, but you shall endure‖ (Ps. 102:26); 

―with whom is no variableness (parallagē),
22

 neither shadow of turning‖ (James 1:17). 

Immutability belongs to the divine essence; God can have no new attributes. It belongs also to 
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the divine will; his decrees are unalterable. The Socinians Crellius and Vorstius deny this latter, 

asserting that God can will what he once nilled and nill what he once willed. This is contradicted 

by Scripture: ―God is not a man that he should lie; nor the Son of Man that he should repent‖ 

(Num. 23:19); ―my counsel shall stand‖ (Isa. 46:10); ―the counsel of the Lord stands forever‖ 

(Ps. 33:11); ―the Lord has sworn and will not repent‖ (110:4); ―the Strength of Israel will not lie 

nor repent‖ (1 Sam. 15:29); ―whereby God, willing to show the immutability of his counsel, 

confirmed it by an oath‖ (Heb. 6:17). Immutability also characterizes the divine consciousness.   

p 285  Nothing new is added to it, and nothing old is subtracted from it. Infinite knowledge is a 

fixed quantity, and so is an infinite experience. God is immutable because (a) his being is from 

himself and not from another; (b) he cannot change for the better or for the worse; (c) all causes 

and reasons for change are wanting, namely, dependence upon another, error of mind, 

inconstancy of will and purpose. The act of creation ex nihilo made no change in God. It did not 

affect his own eternal essence; and his will and power to create were the same from eternity. 

Emanation ad extra would make a change in the essence. This is the outward effluence of 

substance and diminishes the mass from which it issues. Incarnation made no change in God. 

Divine essence was not transmuted into a human nature, but assumed a human nature into union 

with itself. 

God is said to repent: ―It repented the Lord that he had made man upon the earth‖ (Gen. 6:6); 

―God repented of the evil that he had said that he would do unto them‖ (Jon. 3:10). This means 

no change in his attributes and character, but only in his manner of treating men: ―Repentance in 

God is not a change of will, but a will to change.‖ If God had treated the Ninevites after their 

repentance as he had threatened to treat them before their repentance, this would have proved 

him to be mutable. It would have showed him to be at one time displeased with impenitence and 

at another with penitence. Charnock (Immutability of God) remarks that 

the unchangeableness of God, when considered in relation to the exercise of his attributes in the 

government of the world, consists not in always acting in the same manner, however cases and 

circumstances may alter; but in always doing what is right and in adapting his treatment of his 

intelligent creatures to the variation of their actions and characters. When the devils, now fallen, 

stood as glorious angels, they were the objects of God‘s love, necessarily; when they fell, they 

were the objects of God‘s hatred, because impure. The same reason which made him love them 

while they were pure made him hate them when they were criminal. 

It is one thing for God to will a change in created things external to himself and another thing for 

him to change in his own nature and character. God can will a change in the affairs of men—

such as the abrogation of the levitical priesthood and ceremonial—and yet his own will remain 

immutable, because he had from eternity willed and decreed the change. In like manner, 

promises and threatenings that are made conditionally and suppose a change in man imply no 

change in the essence or attributes of God: ―If that nation against whom I have pronounced turn 

from their evil, I will repent of the evil that I thought to do unto them‖ (Jer. 18:7–10). No change 

is made in God, as there is in the creature, by his knowledge. A creature increases his knowledge 

and experiences a change intellectually. But God‘s knowledge is a fixed quantity, because it is 

infinite. He knows everything from everlasting to everlasting and at each instant, and there is no 

more than everything. He knew before it came to pass that Christ would be crucified upon 

Calvary. When that event occurred, it made no change in his knowledge. He was no better 

informed than he was before. He was no more certain of the crucifixion after the event than he 

was before it, because he had decreed that it should take place. He could not have foreknown that 

it would take place, unless he had predetermined that it should. If God does not first decide that 
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an event shall happen, he must wait and see whether it happens in order to any certain 

knowledge; and this would make a change in his knowledge. 

  p 286  Omniscience 

God is an intelligent being, and knowledge is one of his communicable attributes: ―God 

created man after his own image, in knowledge, righteousness, and holiness‖ (Westminster 

Shorter Catechism Q. 10). Divine essence considered as cognizing gives the attribute of 

omniscience: ―God is greater than our hearts and knows all things‖ (1 John 3:20); ―Lord, you 

know all things‖ (John 21:17); ―known unto God are all his works from the beginning of the 

world‖ (Acts 15:18); ―all things are naked and opened (tetrachēlismena)
23

 unto the eye of him 

with whom we have to do‖ (Heb. 4:13; Rom. 11:33; Matt. 6:32; 1 Kings 8:39; Ps. 139:1–16; Isa. 

46:10; Ezek. 11:5). 

Divine knowledge is (a) intuitive as opposed to demonstrative or discursive; it is not obtained 

by comparing one thing with another or deducing one truth from another; it is a direct vision; (b) 

simultaneous as opposed to successive; it is not received gradually into the mind and by parts; 

the perception is total and instantaneous; and (c) complete and certain as opposed to incomplete 

and uncertain. Divine knowledge excludes knowledge by the senses, gradual acquisition of 

knowledge, forgetting of knowledge, and recollection of knowledge. 

God‘s omniscience from the creature‘s point of view is foreknowledge; but it is not 

foreknowledge from God‘s point of view. The infinite mind comprehends all things in one 

simultaneous intuition, and, consequently, there is for it no ―before‖ or ―after.‖Says Charnock 

(God‘s Knowledge), ―God considers all things in his own simple knowledge as if they were now 

acted; and therefore some have chosen to call the knowledge of things to come, not prescience or 

foreknowledge, but knowledge; because God sees all things at one instant.‖ Says Owen 

(Vindication of the Gospel, 5), ―God knows all things as they are; and in that order wherein they 

stand. Things that are past, as to the order of the creatures, he knows as past; not by 

remembrance, however, as we do; but by the same act of knowledge wherewith he knew them 

from all eternity, even before they were.‖ But this knowledge of everything simultaneously and 

at once is for the finite mind equivalent to knowing before the event. Foreknowledge, strictly 

taken, implies an interval between the knowledge and the event. Had the Ninevites not repented, 

Nineveh would have been destroyed in accordance with the prophecy of Jonah. Forty days would 

have elapsed between Jonah‘s foreknowledge of the event and the event itself. A series of 

occurrences and experiences would have intervened and become gradually known by Jonah. But 

this is not true of the divine mind. God is not conscious of an interval of several thousand years 

between his knowledge of Christ‘s crucifixion and the occurrence of the crucifixion. For God, 

Christ was crucified from eternity, and the event was known and real to him from all eternity. 

Omniscience excludes both foreknowledge and subsequent knowledge. In this reference, 

Augustine (Concerning Diverse Questions 2.2.2) says: ―What is foreknowledge but the 

knowledge of the future. But what is future to God? For, if divine knowledge includes all things 

at one instant, all things are present to him, and there is nothing future; and his knowledge is 

knowledge and not foreknowledge.‖ Says Charnock (God‘s Knowledge):  p 287   
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The knowledge of one thing is not, in God, before another; one act of knowledge does not father 

another. In regard of the objects themselves, one thing is before another; one year before another; 

one generation of men before another; one is the cause and the other is the effect; in the creature‘s 

mind there is such a succession, and God knows there will be such a succession; but there is no 

such order in God‘s knowledge; for he knows all those successions by one glance, without any 

succession of knowledge in himself. 

God has a knowledge of all things that are possible, in distinction from things actual. He 

knows all that he can do. This is denominated ―the knowledge of simple intelligence.‖
24

 It is 

knowledge that is confined to divine understanding and never causes an act of the will. The 

things that are possible and known as such are never made real. Charnock (God‘s Knowledge) 

explains it as the knowledge not only of the possible, but as speculative in distinction from 

practical knowledge: ―God knows evil not with a practical knowledge, so as to be the author of 

it, but with a speculative knowledge so as to understand the sinfulness of it; or a knowledge 

simplicis intelligentiae, of simple intelligence, as he permits it, not positively wills it.‖ God has a 

knowledge of what is conditionally possible, that is, of those events which have never come to 

pass, but which might have occurred under certain possible conditions. This is denominated 

―middle knowledge‖
25

 or ―conditioned knowledge.‖
26

 For example, God knows that if a certain 

person should live to middle life, he would become exceedingly vicious and wicked. He prevents 

this by an early death of the person. Biblical instances are Matt. 11:21–23 (the repentance of 

Tyre, Sidon, Sodom, and Gomorrah); 1 Sam. 23:5–14; Jer. 38:17–20. (See supplement 3.5.4.) 

The doctrine of middle knowledge
27

 has been employed to explain the imputation of Adam‘s 

first sin to his posterity. This sin is imputed because God foreknew that each one of the posterity 

would have committed it if he had been placed in Adam‘s circumstances. But upon this theory, 

any man might be charged with any sin whatsoever; for God knows that there is no sin which he 

would not commit, if strongly tempted and not kept by divine grace. Furthermore, upon this 

theory, sin is imputed, in the order of nature, before it is committed. Socinus denies that God has 

foreknowledge of man‘s free acts (Owen, Vindication of the Gospel, 5). Cicero (Concerning 

Divination) contends that prescience and free will are incompatible; and since free will is 

necessary to responsibility, this must be retained and foreknowledge given up. Augustine 

examines Cicero‘s views in City of God 5.9. 

Wisdom is a particular aspect of divine knowledge: ―God only wise‖ (1 Tim. 1:17). It is the 

intelligence of God as manifested in the adaptation of means to ends. Hebrew ḥākām
28

 and Greek 

sophos
29

 primarily signify skillful, expert. It is seen (1) in creation: ―The heavens declare the 

glory of God‖ (Ps. 19:1–7); ―O Lord, how manifold are your works; in wisdom have you made 

them all‖ (104:1–34); ―who has laid the measures thereof?‖ (Job 38:5); (2) in providence: ―The 

Lord brought the counsel of the heathen to naught‖ (Ps. 33:10–11); ―all things work together   p 

288  for good‖ (Rom. 8:28); (3) in redemption: ―O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and 

the knowledge of God!‖ (1 Cor. 2:7; Rom. 11:33); ―the manifold (polypoikilos)
30

 wisdom of 

God‖ (Eph. 3:10). The wisdom of God is called ―the foolishness of God‖ (1 Cor. 1:25) in order 

to exhibit its infinite superiority to human wisdom. The lowest degree of divine wisdom, so low 
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as to be called folly in comparison with the highest degree, is wiser than men. Wisdom is 

represented as a trinitarian person in Prov. 8 and is the same as the Logos of John 1:1. 

Wisdom implies a final end, to which all secondary ends are subordinate. This end is the 

glory of God: ―To him are all things‖ (Rom. 11:36). Says Leighton, ―As God could swear by no 

greater, he swears by himself; so as he could propose no greater end, he proposed himself.‖ The 

glory of God means such a manifestation of divine perfections as leads creatures to worship and 

adore. Adoration is the highest act of a creature, and the revealed excellence of the Creator is the 

object that elicits it. The essential glory of God, that is, his glory as it exists per se, is not 

intended in this definition. This is the same, whether there be a creation or not, whether there be 

worship or not. 

The happiness of the creature cannot be the final end of God‘s action. There would be no 

wisdom in this case, because the superior would be subordinated to the inferior. This would be 

folly, not wisdom. It would be a maladaptation of means to ends. The end would be made the 

means, and the means the end. The infinite would exist for the finite. Moreover, happiness from 

its very nature cannot be an ultimate end because to seek it is to fail of getting it: ―He that finds 

his life shall lose it.‖ To seek holiness as an ultimate end is to attain it. To seek holiness results in 

happiness, but not vice versa. Happiness is the effect, and holiness is the cause. Hence the 

command is ―be holy‖—not ―be happy.‖ Another proof that happiness is not an ultimate end like 

holiness is the fact that there are many kinds of happiness, but only one kind of holiness. 

Happiness depends upon the attainment of an object that is different from itself; and the objects 

are various: such as wealth, pleasure, fame in the lower eudemonism; and knowledge, culture, 

and virtue in the higher. But holiness does not depend upon securing an object different from 

itself. A man is happy only when he has obtained wealth or fame or culture or something that is 

other than happiness itself. But a man is holy, not by obtaining wealth, fame, culture, or 

something other than holiness, but by obtaining holiness itself. Consequently, holiness can be an 

ultimate end, but happiness cannot be. Yet, the moral perfection of the creature cannot be 

regarded as the final end of God‘s action, though this is a higher view than the preceding. The 

creature in any aspect cannot be regarded as the last end, any more than the first cause of all 

things. The finite will cannot be an ultimate end for the infinite will. The creature must say, ―Not 

my will, but yours be done.‖ Similarly, a finite nature or being cannot be an ultimate end for the 

infinite being. (See supplement 3.5.5.) 

Omnipotence 

The power of God is the divine essence energizing and producing outward effects. It is divine 

activity ad extra. The immanent activity of the   p 289  essence ad intra, as seen in the trinal 

distinctions and their intercommunion, does not come under the category of divine power. For 

this is necessary and constitutional activity. It is not optional with God to be triune. Eternal 

generation and spiration are not, like creation, providence, and redemption, acts of power in the 

sense that if God so please they need not be performed. Divine power is optional in its exercise. 

God need not have created anything. And after creation, he may annihilate. Only when he has 

bound himself by promise, as in the instance of faith in Christ, does his action cease to be 

optional. It cannot be said that God may keep his promises as he pleases. 
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Divine power is omnipotence: ―Our God is in the heavens; he has done whatsoever he has 

pleased‖ (Ps. 115:3); ―holy Lord God Almighty‖ (Rev. 4:8); ―I am the almighty God‖ (Gen. 

17:1). Omnipotence is called the ―word‖ or ―command‖ of God: ―By the word of the Lord the 

heavens were made. He commanded and it stood fast‖ (Ps. 33:6). This denotes the greatness of 

the power. Creation requires only God‘s fiat. Divine power is not to be measured merely by what 

God has actually effected. Omnipotence is manifested in the works of the actual creation, but it is 

not exhausted by them. God could create more than he has, if he pleased. He can do more than he 

has done, should it be his will. He could have raised up children to Abraham from the stones in 

the bed of Jordan; he could have sent in aid of the suffering Redeemer twelve legions of angels. 

Divine power is limited only by the absurd and self-contradictory. God can do anything that 

does not imply a logical impossibility. A logical impossibility means that the predicate is 

contradictory to the subject; for example, a material spirit, a corporeal deity, a sensitive stone, an 

irrational man, a body without parts or extension, a square triangle. These are not objects of 

power, and therefore it is really no limitation of divine omnipotence to say that it cannot create 

them. They involve the absurdity that a thing can be and not be at the same time. A logical 

impossibility is, in truth, a nonentity; and to say that God cannot crate a nonentity is not a 

limitation or denial of power. For power is the ability to create entity. 

Again, God cannot do anything inconsistent with the perfection of divine nature. Under this 

category fall the instances mentioned in Heb. 6:18 (―it is impossible for God to lie‖); 2 Tim. 2:13 

(―he cannot deny himself‖); and James 1:13 (―God cannot be tempted‖). God cannot sin (a) 

because sin is imperfection, and it is contradictory to say that a necessarily perfect being may be 

imperfect; and (b) because he cannot be tempted to sin, and sinning without temptation or motive 

to sin is impossible. God cannot be tempted because temptation implies a desire for some good 

that is supposed to be greater than what is already possessed. But God cannot see anything more 

desirable than what he already has; and his understanding is infallible, so that he cannot mistake 

an apparent for a real good. All such cases, when analyzed, will be found to imply something 

contradictory to the idea and definition of God. If it could be supposed that God is capable to be 

tempted and to sin, it would prove that he is not infinite. God is not able to die, to see corruption 

(Acts 2:27), to become nonexistent. This would be finite weakness, not almighty power. Says 

Augustine (On the Creed 1.1), ―God is omnipotent, and yet he cannot die, he cannot lie, he 

cannot deny himself. How is he omnipotent then? He is omnipotent for the very reason that he 

cannot do these things. For if he could die, he would not be omnipotent.‖ Again he remarks (City 

of God 5.10) that ―the power of God is not diminished   p 290  when it is said that he cannot die, 

and cannot sin; for if he could do these things, his power would be less. A being is rightly called 

omnipotent from doing what he wills and not from suffering what he does not will.‖ (See 

supplement 3.5.6.) 

A question arose among the Schoolmen in regard to divine omnipotence, and some of them 

asserted the absolute omnipotence of God in the sense that he could do whatever could be 

conceived of, either logically or illogically, whether good or evil, whether self-contradictory or 

not.
31

 They separated the natural from the moral attributes and asserted the possibility of a 

conflict between them. Their view of God implied that his natural attributes are more central and 

ultimate than his moral and ethical attributes, that might in the deity is more fundamental and 
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absolute than right. But the moral attributes are as central and controlling in God as the natural, 

and it is impossible to conceive that in his most perfect being bare power can be divorced from 

wisdom and holiness and trample them under (Shedd, History of Doctrine 2.301–4). 

The manifestations of divine power are seen (1) in creation: the peculiar characteristic of this 

exertion of power is that it originates ex nihilo. The miraculous is the same kind of exercise of 

omnipotence. The miracle is creative from nothing: ―God calls those things which be not, as 

though they were‖ (Rom. 4:17; Isa. 44:24; Gen. 1:1). (2) In providence, by which what has been 

created is preserved, evolved, and controlled: ―Upholding all things by the word of his power‖ 

(Heb. 1:3). The omnipotence of God exerted in the act of creation is denominated potentia 

absoluta.
32

 In this instance, there is no use made of anything that is in existence. It is the 

operation of the first cause alone. Divine omnipotence exerted in providence is called potentia 

ordinata.
33

 In this instance, there is use made of existing things. God in providence employs the 

constitution and laws of nature which he created for this very purpose. The first cause uses 

second causes previously originated ex nihilo. God causes the warmth of the atmosphere by the 

rays of the sun, and not by an exertion of absolute omnipotence. All evolution belongs to the 

province of God‘s potentia ordinata. (3) In redemption: ―Christ is the power of God‖ (1 Cor. 

1:24); the gospel is ―the power of God‖ (Rom. 1:16); ―Messiah is the arm of the Lord‖ (Isa. 

53:1); Messiah is ―the man of your right hand‖ (Ps. 80:17). 

  p 291  Holiness (Including Justice) 

The holiness of God is the perfect rectitude of his will. The divine will is in absolute 

harmony with divine nature: ―Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts‖ (Isa. 6:3; 57:15; Exod. 

15:11; Ps. 89:35; 145:17; Amos 4:2; Rev. 4:8; 15:4). God‘s word is holy (Rom. 1:2). His 

promise is holy (Ps. 105:42). His Sabbath is holy (Isa. 58:13). His people are holy (62:12). His 

residence is holy (57:15). His angels are holy (Rev. 14:10). 

Holiness in God cannot be defined in the same terms in which holiness in man or angel is 

defined, namely, as conformity to the moral law. The moral law supposes a superior being whose 

love and service are obligatory upon the inferior. ―You shall love the Lord your God with all 

your heart, and your neighbor as yourself‖ is no law for God. The moral law is the rule of 

conduct only for finite beings, who are subjects of divine government. The words you shall and 

you shall not are inapplicable to the infinite one. Holiness in God must, consequently, be defined 

as conformity to his own perfect nature. The only rule for divine will is divine reason; and divine 

reason prescribes everything that it is befitting an infinite being to do. God is not under law or 

above law—he is law. He is righteous by nature and of necessity. The trisagion teaches this truth. 

God is the source and author of law for all other beings. 

Divine holiness is expressed (1) by law given to man and (2) by feelings in divine nature. 

God‘s holiness is manifested (a) in the moral law; (b) in physical laws which appear in the 

course and constitution of nature, secure happiness to virtue, and connect misery with vice; (c) in 

mental laws: peace of conscience, upon obedience, is the most exquisite enjoyment; remorse of 

conscience, upon disobedience, is the most exquisite torture; (d) in positive laws: these spring 
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not from the constitution of nature or of the human mind but are enactments by the arbitrary will 

of God. Such are the law of the Sabbath and the levitical law. 

The moral law is the most important and clearest of the expressions of divine holiness. It is 

drawn out analytically in the Ten Commandments. These contain two divisions or tables, relating 

to man‘s duty to God, primarily, and to his fellowman, secondarily. The Sermon on the Mount is 

a revised edition of the Decalogue and constitutes the legal basis of the new covenant, as the 

Decalogue did of the old. Christ in the sermon interprets and spiritualizes the Ten 

Commandments. This progress in the revelation of the moral law explains the temporary 

allowance under the old economy of some evils that were prohibited and abolished under the 

new, such as slavery and polygamy. These were tolerated among the chosen people ―because of 

the hardness of their hearts‖ (Matt. 19:8), that is, because the existing condition and 

circumstances of the people made their immediate abolition impossible. Toleration is not 

approval, but the very contrary. It implies that the thing endured is intrinsically wrong. No one 

tolerates what is intrinsically right. Slavery and polygamy were not legalized and sanctioned by 

the Decalogue, though they were permitted temporarily under the theocracy. 

Holiness is expressed in divine feelings respecting right and wrong. The elder theologians 

describe it as an attribute of will in this reference. Turretin (3.14.1) says: ―To the will of God 

pertain those attributes (virtues) which denote his perfection in disposition and action.‖ They are 

comprised under justice and benevolence. God as delighting in purity is holy: ―The righteous 

Lord loves righteousness‖ (Ps. 11:7); ―the Lord loves righteousness‖ (35:5; 37:28; 99:4). God as 

abhorring evil is holy: ―O do not this abominable thing which I hate‖ (Jer. 44:4; Heb. 1:13). 

Holiness occupies a place second to none among the communicable attributes. Says 

Charnock: 

If any, this attribute has an excellency above the other perfections of God. There are some 

attributes of God which we prefer because of our interest in them and the relation they bear to us: 

as we esteem his goodness before   p 292  his power, and his mercy whereby he relieves us, before 

his justice whereby he punishes us; so there are some that God delights to honor because of their 

excellency. Where do you find any other attribute trebled in the praise of it? ―Holy, holy, holy is 

the Lord of hosts.‖ 

Holiness is the quality which man is most particularly commanded to possess: ―You shall be 

holy, for I am holy‖ (Lev. 19:2; cf. 1 Pet. 1:14–16). It is the attribute which God singles out to 

swear by: ―Once have I sworn by my holiness, that I will not lie to David‖ (Ps. 89:35). 

Holiness is a general term denoting that quality in God whereby he is right (rectus) in himself 

and in all his actions. This is implied in Hebrew ṣaddîq,
34

 which means straight, and Greek 

dikaios,
35

 which means exactly right (aequus). But right is determined in its manifestation by the 

character of the person toward whom it is manifested. What would be right toward an obedient 

creature would be wrong toward a disobedient one. This brings to view the attribute of justice as 

a mode of holiness.
36

 Westminster Larger Catechism Q. 7, after describing God as ―most holy,‖ 

adds ―most just.‖ 

Justice is that phase of God‘s holiness which is seen in his treatment of the obedient and the 

disobedient subjects of his government. It is that attribute whereby he gives to everyone what is 

due him. The notion of debt or obligation necessarily enters into that of justice. Sin is 
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indebtedness to law: ―Forgive us our debts‖ (Matt. 6:12). Cicero (On Ends 5.23) defines justice 

as ―that sentiment [lit., affect of the soul] assigning to each one his due.‖
37

 The element of 

indebtedness, together with that of retribution and penalty, is eliminated from the attribute in the 

Socinian soteriology. Justice, in this theory, is employed in the loose and general sense of moral 

excellence. ―There is,‖ says Socinus (Theological Lectures, chap. 16), ―no such justice in God as 

requires absolutely and inexorably that sin be punished. There is, indeed, a perpetual and 

constant justice in God, but this is nothing but his moral equity and rectitude, by virtue of which 

there is no depravity or iniquity in any of his works.‖ 

The attribute of justice is abundantly taught in Scripture: ―All his ways are judgment, a God 

of truth and without iniquity, just and right is he‖ (Deut. 32:4); ―I am a jealous God, visiting the 

iniquity of the fathers upon the children‖ (Exod. 20:5); ―the Lord God will by no means clear the 

guilty‖ (34:7; Job 8:3; 34:12; Ps. 145:17; Dan. 9:14; Matt. 10:28; Rom. 2:6–10). 

Rectoral justice is God‘s rectitude as a ruler over both the good and the evil. It relates to 

legislation or the imposition of law. God, both in rewarding and punishing, lays down a just law. 

The reward and the penalty are exactly suited to the actions: ―For he will not lay upon man more 

than right‖ (Job 34:23); ―justice and judgment are the habitation of your throne‖ (Ps. 89:14). 

Distributive justice is God‘s rectitude in the execution of law both in reference to the good and 

the evil. It relates to the distribution of rewards and punishments: God ―will render to every man 

according to his deeds‖ (Rom. 2:6); ―the Father without respect of persons judges according to 

every man‘s work‖ (1 Pet. 1:17); ―say to the righteous that it shall be well with him. Woe unto 

the wicked! it shall   p 293  be ill with him‖ (Isa. 3:10–11). Distributive justice is twofold: (a) 

remunerative justice and (b) retributive justice. 

Remunerative justice is the distribution of rewards both to men and angels: ―Verily there is a 

reward for the righteous‖ (Ps. 58:11); ―you have kept with your servant David my father, that 

which you have promised him‖ (Deut. 7:9, 12–13; 2 Chron. 6:15); you have been faithful over a 

few things, I will make you ruler over many things‖ (Matt. 25:21, 34; Mic. 7:20; Rom. 2:7; Heb. 

11:26; Jude 6). 

Remunerative justice is the expression of divine love (agapē),
38

 as retributive justice is of 

divine wrath (orgē).
39

 It proceeds upon the ground of relative merit only. The creature cannot 

establish an absolute merit before the Creator. This is taught by our Lord in Luke 17:10: ―When 

you shall have done all those things which are commanded you, say, We are unprofitable 

servants‖; by St. Paul in 1 Cor. 4:7: ―What have you that you did not receive; why do you glory 

as if you had not received it?‖; and by God to Job in Job 41:11: ―Who has prevented me that I 

should repay him? Whatsoever is under the whole heaven is mine.‖ Accordingly, Westminster 

Confession 7.1 affirms that ―the distance between God and the creature is so great, that although 

reasonable creatures do owe obedience unto him as their Creator, yet they could never have any 

fruition of him as their blessedness and reward, but by some voluntary condescension on God‘s 

part, which he has been pleased to express by way of covenant.‖ 

Absolute merit, as distinguished from relative merit, supposes an independent relation and 

agency between two parties, like that between man and man. One man does not create and 

uphold another man, while the one is serving and obeying the other. But this is the state of the 

case, when man serves and obeys God. Creation, preservation, and redemption all preclude that 

independent agency by which one party brings another under obligations to him and establishes 
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an absolute merit or indebtedness. Consequently, the exercise of remunerative justice by God is 

pactional and gracious. It results from a previous covenant upon his part. The reward of a 

creature‘s obedience is in consequence of a divine promise. No primary and original obligation 

rests upon the Creator to recompense for services rendered by a creature whom he has made 

from nothing and continually upholds in existence. A soul that is created holy cannot demand 

from its maker at the instant of creation a reward for being holy upon the ground of an absolute 

indebtedness on the part of its maker. Because God has originated the powers and capacities of a 

creature from nothing, he is entitled to all the agency of these faculties without paying for it; as 

the artificer of a watch is entitled to all the motion of the watch, without coming under obligation 

to the watch. Even this comparison is inadequate; for the maker of the watch did not create the 

materials out of which it is made. But God creates the very substance itself out of which man‘s 

faculties of mind and body are made. All that strict justice would require on the part of God, in 

case a creature should continue in the holiness in which he is created, is that he should not cause 

him to suffer. That he should go further than this and positively reward him for being and 

continuing holy is gracious treatment. If the creature‘s holiness were self-originated and self-

sustained, instead of concreated and sustained by God, then the merit would be absolute, and 

God would owe the reward by an   p 294  original and uncovenanted obligation. Not only are the 

being and faculties by which the obedience is rendered created and upheld by God, but the 

disposition rightly to employ them is due to the Holy Spirit. David expresses this truth in 1 

Chron. 29:14: ―But who am I, and what is my people, that we should be able to offer so willingly 

after this sort? For all things come of you, and of your own have we given you.‖ 

But though no primary and original obligation rests upon the Creator to reward a creature 

made from nothing and continually upheld and helped in the service which he renders, yet he can 

constitute a secondary and relative obligation. He can promise to reward the creature‘s service; 

and having bound himself to reward obedience, his own word establishes a species of claim. 

Obedient man or angel may plead the divine promise as the ground of reward. God desires to be 

reminded of his promise and is honored when the creature trusts in it implicitly. And ―if we 

believe not, yet he abides faithful: he cannot deny himself‖ (2 Tim. 2:13). In the words of 

Witsius (Covenants 1.1.4), ―God by his promise has made himself a debtor to men. Or, to speak 

in a manner more becoming God, he was pleased to make his performance of his promise a debt 

due to himself. To this purpose, Augustine (Sermon 16) speaks well: ‗God became our debtor, 

not by receiving anything, but by promising what he pleased. For it was of his own bounty that 

he vouchsafed to make himself a debtor.‘ ‖ The scriptural representations agree with this. In 

Rom. 6:23 the recompense of obedience is denominated a ―gift‖ (charisma),
40

 while that of 

disobedience is called ―wages‖ (opsōnia).
41

 Sin is the solitary action of the will unassisted by 

grace; but holiness is the action of the will wrought upon by God. Again, the reward of 

obedience is denominated an ―inheritance‖: ―To give you an inheritance among all them which 

are sanctified‖ (Acts 20:32); ―we have obtained an inheritance‖ (Eph. 1:11, 14); ―the Father has 

made us meet to be partakers of the inheritance of the saints in light‖ (Col. 1:2). But an 

inheritance is not the payment of a debt in the strict sense of the word. It results from the parental 

and filial relations and not from those of creditor and debtor. Yet, as an inheritance may be called 

the reward of filial obedience, so the blessedness of the future state may be and is called the 

reward of Christian obedience here upon earth. 
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Since God and redeemed man are two distinct agents, there is a personal quality in man‘s 

obedience whereby it is truly rewardable. When God rewards a believer for his severe struggle 

with a bosom-sin, he does not reward God‘s struggle, but man‘s. Though the struggle was 

started, helped, and made successful by the Holy Spirit, yet it was, after all, a human, not a 

divine conflict with sin. This is rewardable, and when God rewards it, he does not reward 

himself but his creature. Paul teaches this in saying, ―I live.‖ There is a personal and human 

quality in the holiness and the obedience. But that this may not be so exaggerated as to imply 

that the personal and the human has been independent and self-sustaining in the holiness and 

obedience and that God has thus been brought under the absolute obligation of a debtor to a 

creditor, he adds, ―Yet not I, but Christ which lives in me.‖ That the reward of obedience is 

gracious is still more true in the case of redeemed man. Here, there has been positive 

disobedience and ill desert. The gospel promise of reward, in this case, is made not only to a 

creature, but to a sinful creature.  p 295   

The rewards for obedience are (1) natural: God so constitutes man and nature that virtue has 

happy consequences: (a) peace of conscience: ―The answer of a good conscience‖ (1 Pet. 3:21) 

and (b) worldly prosperity: ―Godliness has the promise of the life that now is‖ (1 Tim. 4:8); and 

(2) positive: these are the rewards bestowed in the future life, which far exceed the merely 

natural operations of conscience and earthly good. They consist principally in a special 

manifestation of divine love and approbation: ―In your presence is fullness of joy‖ (Ps. 16:11; 

John 14:23; Matt. 25:34–40); ―I shall be satisfied when I awake in your likeness‖ (Ps. 17:15). 

Retributive justice (sometimes denominated punitive, vindicative, vindictive, avenging, or 

revenging; Westminster Larger Catechism 77) is that part of distributive justice which relates to 

the infliction of penalty. It is the expression of divine orgē.
42

 In a sinless world, there would be 

no place for its exercise, and it would be comparatively an unimportant aspect of the general 

attribute of justice. But in a sinful world, retribution must hold a prominent place; and hence in 

the Christian religion, which is a religion for a fallen race of beings, retributive justice comes 

continually into view. Hence when justice is spoken of without any qualifying word to show that 

some other aspect of the attribute is meant, punitive justice is intended. Passages of Scripture that 

present it are the following: ―the judgment of God is that they which do such things are worthy 

of death‖ (Rom. 1:32); ―who will visit tribulation and anguish upon every soul of man that does 

evil‖ (2:8); ―the Lord Jesus shall be revealed in flaming fire, taking vengeance (ekdikēsin)
43

 on 

them that know not God‖ (2 Thess. 1:8); ―vengeance (dikē)
44

 suffers not to live‖ (Acts 28:4); 

―vengeance (ekdikēsis)
45

 is mine, I will repay, says the Lord‖ (Rom. 12:19). 

Retributive justice is expressed in the commandment that is given with a penalty attached to 

it: ―You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree of knowledge; in the day that you eat, you shall 

surely die‖ (Gen. 2:17); ―cursed is everyone that continues not in all things written in the law to 

do them‖ (Gal. 3:10); ―the soul that sins, it shall die‖ (Ezek. 18:4; Deut. 27:26); ―the wages of sin 

is death‖ (Rom. 6:23). The moral law expresses the mind and intention of the lawgiver. 

Retributive justice is also expressed in the actual infliction of the penalty threatened. Both are 

requisite. The former without the latter would evince want of veracity, want of power, or 

vacillation. 
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There is an important difference between remunerative and retributive merit or between the 

merit of holiness and the demerit of sin. While the former is relative, the latter is absolute. If a 

disobedient creature were disposed to do so, he could demand the recompense due to his 

transgression of the moral law, as something that is strictly due to him. Divine justice is 

originally and necessarily obliged to requite disobedience, but not to reward obedience. God 

does not covenant to punish sin, as he does to recompense holiness. The requital in the case of 

transgression is not pactional and by promise, but necessary. The reason of this is that sin has the 

creature for its ultimate and sole efficient. Unlike holiness, sin does not run back to God as its 

author. When obedience takes place, the infinite will works in the finite will, both to will and to   

p 296  do. But when disobedience takes place, the finite will works alone. In the act of sin, man is 

an original and unassisted, though not unsupported author. He performs an act that is analogous 

to the divine act of creation ex nihilo. It is true that the faculties of the creature by which sin is 

committed are created and upheld by the Creator. God sustains the being of man or angel in and 

during the very acting of sin. But the wrong agency is the creature‘s alone. God does not 

cooperate in the act of transgression, and hence its demerit is absolute and not relative. 

At this point we notice the doctrine of divine concursus. A distinction has been made 

between an action and the viciousness of an action. The first is called the ―material‖ part of the 

action, and the latter the ―formal‖ part. God, it is said, concurs in the material, but not in the 

formal part of sin: ―Every action is good by a physical goodness, as it is an act of the mind or 

hand, which have a natural goodness by creation; but every action is not morally good: the 

physical goodness of the action depends on God, the moral evil on the creature‖ (Charnock, On 

Holiness, 499). The objection to this distinction between a material and a formal part of sin is 

that the material part of it is not sinful. Sin is a compound of guilt and innocence, according to 

this analysis and definition. But sin is simple, not compound in its nature. It is evil and only evil. 

To define it as a composition of that which is good in itself with that which is evil is illogical. 

The following illustration from Charnock (On Holiness, 500) illustrates this: 

Two judges are in joint commission for the trial of a malefactor, and both upon proof of his guilt 

condemn him. This action in both, considered as an action, is good; for it is adjudging a man to 

death whose crime deserves such a punishment. But this same act, which is but one joint act of 

both, may be morally good in one judge and morally evil in the other: morally good in him that 

condemns him out of an unbiased consideration of the demerit of the crime; and morally evil in 

the other who has not respect to this consideration, but is moved by some private animosity 

against the prisoner and a desire of revenge for some private injury he has received from him. The 

act in itself is the same materially in both; but in one it is an act of justice and in the other an act 

of murder, as it respects the principle and motive of it in the two judges. 

Upon examining this case, it will be found that what is called the formal part of sin is in 

reality the essence of it; and what is called the material part of sin is no part of it at all. The sin in 

the instance of the sinful judge, as Charnock says, is in the principle and motive of his act of 

passing sentence. This principle and motive is the selfish disposition of the man, which is simply 

the inclination or self-determination of his will. This inclination, and this alone, is the 

viciousness and guilt in the case. Whether the judge actually passed the sentence verbally or not 

would make no difference with the fact of his selfishness and sin in the sight of God. This 

internal action of the will, seen in the self-moving inclination and disposition, is the wickedness 

of the man. To add to it the action of the physical faculty of the tongue in speaking the sentence 

is to add nothing that essentially belongs to the idea and definition of sin. To distinguish, 

therefore, this bodily and physical part of man‘s agency, in which God confessedly concurs, as 
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evidence that God concurs in the act of sin itself is not to the purpose. The real question is 

whether God concurs and cooperates in that internal action of the will which is the real malignity 

and wickedness in the case supposed. ―Did God work in the   p 297  revengeful judge to will?‖ is 

the question. Did he concur in his malignant disposition? The answer to this question must be in 

the negative. 

Retributive justice is an attribute whose exercise is necessary in case there be transgression of 

the moral law. God cannot lay down a law, affix a penalty, and threaten its infliction and proceed 

no further in case of disobedience. Divine veracity forbids this. He has solemnly declared that 

―he will by no means clear the guilty‖ (Exod. 34:7). If the penalty is not inflicted, it is not 

―impossible for God to lie‖ (Heb. 6:18); and it is untrue that ―the Lord has sworn and will not 

repent‖ (Ps. 110:4). Hence, in every instance of transgression, the penalty of law must be 

inflicted either personally or vicariously, either upon the transgressor or upon his substitute. The 

remission of penalty under the divine administration is not absolute, but relative. It may be 

omitted in respect to the real criminal, but, if so, it must be inflicted upon someone in his place. 

At this point, the possibility of the vicarious satisfaction of retributive justice requires a brief 

notice. The full discussion of the topic belongs to the doctrine of atonement (see p. 732). The 

exercise of justice, while necessary in respect to sin, is free and sovereign in respect to the sinner. 

Justice necessarily demands that sin be punished, but not necessarily in the person of the sinner. 

Justice may allow the substitution of one person for another, provided that in the substitution no 

injustice is done to the rights of any of the parties interested. This principle was expressed by the 

Schoolmen in the statement, ―Impersonally, the penalty for every sin is necessarily inflicted, but 

not personally on every sinner.‖
46

 In the words of Turretin (3.19.4), ―A twofold law arises 

concerning the infliction of penalty. The one is necessary and indispensable with respect to sin 

itself, but the other is free and positive with respect to the sinner.‖
47

 

This agrees with the intuitive convictions of man: 

The profound and awful idea of substitution meets us in the religion of the early Romans. When 

the gods of the community were angry and nobody could be laid hold of as definitely guilty, they 

might be appeased by one who voluntarily gave himself up (devovere se).
48

 Noxious chasms in 

the ground were closed, and battles half lost were converted into victories, when a brave citizen 

threw himself as an expiatory offering into the abyss or upon the foe. 

—Mommsen, Rome 1.12 

Mommsen adds that the compulsory substitution of the innocent for the guilty, human sacrifice 

by force, was not allowed in the early Roman commonwealth. There was, moreover, no formal 

provision for this substitution in the legislation of the Romans. This substitution was the action 

of popular impulse and of the voluntary decision of the individual. Some assert that the 

substitution of penalty is impossible and cite in proof the following passages: ―In the day you eat 

thereof, you shall surely die‖ (Gen. 2:17); and ―the soul that sins it shall die‖ (Ezek. 18:4, 20). In 

these passages, the verb, not the pronoun, is the emphatic word.   p 298  They teach the same truth 

with Rom. 6:23: ―The wages of sin is death.‖ If in these texts the emphasis is to be laid upon the 

pronouns it and you, so as to make the divine declaration to be that every individual who 
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transgresses shall himself suffer the penalty of transgression and that no other person shall suffer 

it vicariously for him, then the salvation of a sinner is impossible. For nothing could occur but 

the execution of penalty upon the actual transgressor. No exercise of mercy could take place in 

the universe of God. Such an interpretation admits no alternative, and every soul that sinned 

would die. But that this cannot be the explanation intended to be put upon these threatenings is 

proved by the fact that not every soul that has sinned does suffer the penalty threatened. The 

implied meaning of these texts, therefore, is that ―in the day you eat thereof, you or your 

Redeemer shall die; the soul that sins, it or its Surety shall die.‖ Sin must be punished personally 

or else vicariously. Says Edwards (God‘s Sovereignty): 

It may be objected that God said, If you eat, you shall die; as though the same person that sinned 

must suffer; and, therefore, Why does not God‘s truth oblige him to that? I answer that the word 

then was not intended to be restrained to him that in his own person sinned. Adam probably 

understood that his posterity were included, whether they sinned in their own person or not. If 

they sinned in Adam, their surety, those words, ―If you eat,‖ meant, ―If you eat in yourself or in 

your surety.‖ And therefore, the latter words, ―You shall die,‖ do also fairly allow such a 

construction as, ―You shall die, in yourself, or in your surety.‖ 

The demand of retributive justice is that sin be punished to the full measure and degree 

announced in the law: ―The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 

unrighteousness of men‖ (Rom. 1:8). Divine displeasure expressed in punitive justice is not 

aimed against the person as such and distinct from his sin. ―God,‖ says Charnock (On Holiness, 

473), ―is not displeased with the nature of man as man, for that was derived from him; but with 

the nature of man as sinful, which is derived from the sinner himself. God hates only the sin, not 

the sinner; he desires only the destruction of the one, not the misery of the other.‖ God loves the 

person as such. The immortal nature of man is precious in his sight. Divine justice has no angry 

spite against anyone‘s person. Consequently, if its claims can be satisfied by a suffering endured 

by another person, properly qualified, there is no feeling of animosity against the sinner‘s person 

to prevent the substitution. It is true that justice is not obliged to accept a substitute. It can insist, 

if it pleases, upon the infliction of the penalty upon the actual criminal. But neither is it obliged 

to refuse a substitute. Justice is not tied up by anything in its own nature to the infliction of the 

law‘s penalty upon the identical person of the sinner to the exclusion of any other person 

whatsoever. (See supplement 3.5.7.) 

In the sphere of human life, a refusal to admit a substitution of one person for another, in the 

only case in which substitution is allowable, namely, in commercial law, would look like malice 

and would require explanation. Should a creditor refuse to receive the complete vicarious 

payment of a debt from a friend of the debtor (though this would involve no difficulty for the 

debtor, who could of course take his friend‘s money and pay it in person, yet), it would evince a 

malignant and spiteful feeling of the creditor toward the person of the debtor. It would look as if,   

p 299  besides obtaining the full satisfaction of his claims he desired to injure him, or in some way 

to vex and worry him.
49

 But in the divine sphere, the suspicion of personal animosity, in case of 

a refusal to permit a vicarious satisfaction of justice, could not arise because of the absolute 

perfection of God: ―As for God, his way is perfect‖ (Ps. 18:30). And had the Supreme Judge 

permitted no substitute for man the guilty, it would be necessary to assume that there were good 

reasons for the procedure. The reasons might be unknown and perhaps unknowable. But the 

reason certainly could not be that the eternal judge feels hatred toward the body and soul of a 
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man, as that particular man. There is no malignant feeling in God toward the person of even the 

most wicked and devilish transgressor. God is not a respecter of persons in any sense. He has no 

prejudice for or grudge against anyone of his creatures; and if the complete satisfaction of justice 

can be secured by a vicarious endurance of penalty, he has no such ill will toward the sinner‘s 

person, in distinction from his sin, as would prevent him from accepting it, in case there were no 

reasons in his own mind why he should not. On the contrary, he loves the person, the immortal 

spirit, of the transgressor, as he has abundantly evinced in the gospel method of mercy. It is, 

however, to be carefully noticed in case there be substitution of penalty (1) that the substituted 

penalty must be a strict and full equivalent; justice is inexorable upon this point; here, the 

necessary nature of the attribute appears; and (2) that the person substituted be able to render 

complete satisfaction and be himself no debtor to law and justice. 

The sovereignty and freedom of God in respect to justice, therefore, relates not to the 

abolition nor to the relaxation but to the substitution of punishment. It does not consist in any 

power to violate or waive legal claims. These must be maintained in any event. ―Let justice fall 

from heaven‖
50

 is an intuitive conviction. The exercise of the other attributes of God is regulated 

and conditioned by that of justice. God cannot exert omnipotence or benevolence or mercy 

unjustly. The question ―shall not the judge of all the earth do right?‖ (Gen. 18:25) must be 

answered affirmatively. It follows, then, that the sovereignty of God in respect to retributive 

justice consists in his power and right to satisfy its claims in more than one way. He has a choice 

of methods. He may inflict the full amount of suffering due to sin either upon the sinner or upon 

a proper substitute. He may require the complete satisfaction of justice from the transgressor, or 

he may provide it for him vicariously. Divine justice may smite the guilty man, or it may smite 

the man who is God‘s ―fellow‖ (Zech. 13:7). It is free to do either; but one or the other it must 

do. God is not obliged either to accept or to provide a substituted penalty, and in case he does 

either, it is grace and mercy toward the actual transgressor. These two particulars—of permitting 

substitution and providing the substitute—furnish the answer to the question ―where is the mercy 

of God, in case justice is strictly satisfied by a vicarious person?‖ There is mercy in permitting 

another person to do for the sinner what the sinner is bound to do for himself, and still greater 

mercy in providing that person, and greater still in becoming that person. 

The Socinian view of retributive justice denies its necessary nature. ―There is no such justice 

in God,‖ says Socinus, ―as requires absolutely and inexorably that sin be punished and such as 

God himself cannot   p 300  repudiate. There is indeed a perpetual and constant justice in God; but 

this is nothing but his moral equity and rectitude, by virtue of which there is no depravity or 

iniquity in any of his works‖ (Theological Lectures, chap. 16). This makes retributive justice to 

be an effect of the divine will and not an immanent and necessary attribute. Indeed, Socinus 

(Concerning Jesus Christ the Savior 1) expressly asserts that justice, in the popular (vulgaris) 

signification, as opposed to mercy, ―is not a quality of God, but only an effect of his will.‖
51

 It 

would follow from this that the moral law together with its penalty is a positive statute, like the 

ceremonial law. And as God abrogated the latter, so he could abrogate the former by an act of 

arbitrary will. Accordingly, in respect to the necessity of the satisfaction of justice, Socinus 

remarks: ―I do not believe that Christ made satisfaction for our sins to divine justice, on account 

of which (justice) we sinners deserve to be damned. Nor do I believe that it was necessary for 
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him to make satisfaction.‖
52

 But if justice is an attribute at all of the Supreme Being it must be 

essential, like all the other attributes. It can no more be an effect of God‘s optional will than his 

omnipotence can be. An effect or product need not be at all, provided the efficient or producer so 

pleases. 

The history of doctrine shows a difference of opinion in respect to the absolute or the relative 

necessity of retributive justice. The question was raised by some of the Schoolmen whether the 

satisfaction which Christ makes to divine justice for the sin of man is necessary per se or only 

because God so willed it. Schoolmen like Hales, Bonaventura, and Aquinas adopted the latter 

view, in opposition to Anselm‘s positions in his Why the God-Man? These theologians took an 

erroneous view of divine omnipotence, whereby this attribute is made superior to all others. ―In 

contemplating the divine power as absolute,‖ remarks Hales, ―we conceive of a certain energy 

(virtus) in the deity that is abstracted from the rest of his nature and transcends all limitations; 

and with respect to this form, the divine power cannot have limits set to it (non est 

determinare).‖ But it is as impossible and inconceivable for divine power to act in isolation from 

all the other attributes, as it is for divine omniscience or for divine benevolence to do so. 

Benevolence cannot act without power; and neither can power, in so perfect a being as God, act 

without wisdom or justice. This theory ultimately resolves the deity into mere blind force. 

Still, the motive, in some instances, was a good one. There was fear of limiting divine 

omnipotence. Twisse, the moderator of the Westminster Assembly, affirmed only the relative 

necessity of retributive justice in opposition to the powerful reasoning of Owen, who maintained 

its absolute nature. Magee (Atonement 1.191) adopts relative necessity. Respecting such 

instances, Turretin (3.19.9) remarks that although both parties are agreed as against the tenets 

and positions of Socinus, yet the doctrine of the absolute necessity of justice is much the most 

consonant with the nature of God and the language of Scripture and more efficacious for the 

refutation of Socinianism (ad haeresim illam pestilentissimam jugulandam).
53

 The Remonstrants 

asserted the relative necessity of retributive justice. In their Apologia they say that ―to affirm that 

the   p 301  avenging justice of God is so essential to his nature, that by virtue of it God is obliged 

and necessitated to punish sin, is very absurd and very unworthy of God‖ (see Witsius, Apostles‘ 

Creed, diss. 9). 

No one of the divine attributes is supported by more or stronger evidences than retributive 

justice: 

1.  The testimony from Scripture is abundant. To the passages already cited may be added a 

great number of texts: ―God will by no means clear the guilty; visiting the iniquity of the 

fathers upon the children‖ (Exod. 34:7); ―upon the wicked he shall rain snares, fire and 

brimstone, and a horrible tempest‖ (Ps. 11:6); ―it is better for you to enter into life halt or 

maimed than to be cast into hellfire‖ (Matt. 18:8); ―suffering the vengeance of eternal 

fire‖ (Jude 7); ―yea, I say unto you, fear him who has power to cast into hell‖ (Luke 

12:5); ―seeing it is a righteous thing with God to recompense tribulation to them that 

trouble you‖ (2 Thess. 1:6); ―a just recompense of reward‖ (Heb. 2:2). 
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2.  The testimony from the human conscience and the consent of all nations alluded to in 

Rom. 2:14–15: ―Their conscience bearing witness and their thoughts meanwhile 

accusing.‖
54

 

3.  Sacrifice among pagan nations and the Jewish system of sacrifices teach retributive 

justice. The first is universal and implies that divine justice requires satisfaction by 

expiatory suffering. The second was an arrangement for eliciting the consciousness of 

guilt and preannouncing its pacification through the suffering Messiah: ―In those 

sacrifices there is a remembrance of sins every year‖ (Heb. 10:3).
55

 

4.  The remarkable provision made in the gospel for the vicarious satisfaction of retributive 

justice evinces the reality and importance of the attribute. 

Retributive justice is retrospective in its primary aim. It looks back at what has been done in 

the past. Its first object is requital. A man is hung for murder, principally and before all other 

reasons, because he has transgressed the law forbidding murder. He is not punished primarily 

from a prospective aim, such as his own moral improvement or for the purpose of preventing 

him from committing another murder or for the purpose of deterring others from committing 

murder. It is true that moral improvement may be the consequence of the infliction of the 

penalty. But the consequence must not be confounded with the purpose: cum hoc, non ergo 

propter hoc.
56

 The criminal may come to see and confess that his crime deserves the punishment 

and in genuine unselfish penitence may take sides with the law and go into eternity relying upon 

that great atonement of Christ which satisfies retributive justice for his sin; but even this greatest 

benefit of all is not what is aimed at in man‘s punishment of the crime of murder. For even if 

there should be no such   p 302  personal benefit as this attending the infliction of human penalty, 

the one sufficient reason for inflicting it still holds good, namely, the fact that the law has been 

violated and demands the punishment of the offender for this reason simply. Only upon this view 

of justice is the true dignity of man maintained. When he is punished because, as a rational and 

free being, he has responsibly violated the law, there is a recognition of him as a person endowed 

with free will. But if he is seized and made to suffer for the benefit of others, he is treated like a 

chattel or a thing that may be put to use. Says Kant (Practical Reason, 151 [ed. Rosenkranz]): 

The nature of ill desert and punishableness is always involved in the idea of voluntary 

transgression; and the idea of punishment excludes that of happiness in all its forms. For although 

he who inflicts penalty may, it is true, also have a benevolent purpose to produce by the 

punishment a beneficial effect upon the criminal, yet the punishment itself must be justified first 

of all as pure and simple requital and retribution, that is, as a kind of suffering that is demanded 

by the law, without any reference to its prospective beneficial consequences; so that even if no 

moral improvement and no personal advantage should accrue to the person from the punishment, 

he must acknowledge that righteousness has been done to him, and that his experience is exactly 

conformed to his conduct. In every punishment, as such, justice is the very first thing and 

constitutes the essence of it. A benevolent purpose, it is true, may be conjoined with punishment; 

but the criminal cannot claim this as his due, and he has no right to reckon upon it. All that he 

deserves is punishment; and this is all that he can expect from the law which he has violated. 
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 55.  WS: Magee, Atonement (“Human Sacrifices”; “Propitiation as held by Jews and Heathen”; “Universality of Sacrifice”); 
Owen, On Divine Justice, 4; Smith, Christian Theology, 443–45. 
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 56.  with this, not therefore on account of this. The meaning here is that an action may effect results that lie beyond the 
purpose for which the action was performed. Such results are connected “with” the action, but the action was not performed 
“on account of” or so as to effect these results. 
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The same view is taken of the retrospective aim of justice by Müller in his lucid discrimination 

between chastisement and punishment (Doctrine of Sin 1.244ff.). The opposite view—that 

punishment is prospective in its primary purpose and aims only at reformation—was maintained 

by the Greek sophists. Protagoras is represented by Plato as saying that ―no one punishes the 

evildoer under the notion or for the reason that he has done wrong; only the unreasonable fury of 

a tyrant acts in that way‖ (Protagoras 324). Plato (Laws 10.904–5) holds that punishment is 

retributive. Cicero (On the Laws 1.14) contends that virtue has regard to justice, not to utility. 

Grotius defines penalty as ―the evil of suffering inflicted on account of the evil of doing.‖ Coke, 

Bacon, Selden, and Blackstone explain punishment by crime not by expediency. Kant, Herbert, 

Stahl, Hartenstein, Rothe, and Woolsey (Political Science 2.8) define punishment as requital. 

Beccaria and Bentham found punishment on utility and expedience (―Beccaria‖ in Penny 

Cyclopaedia). Paley notices the difference between human punishment and divine. In the former, 

there is a combination of the retributive with the protective and reformatory, but not in the latter 

(Moral Philosophy 6.9). (See supplement 3.5.8.) 

If the good of the public is the chief end of punishment, the criminal might be made to suffer 

more than his crime deserves. If he can be used like a thing, for the benefit of others, there is no 

limit to the degree in which he may be used. His personal desert and responsibility being left out 

of view, he may be made to suffer as much or as little as the public welfare prescribes. It was this 

theory of penalty that led to the multiplication of capital crimes. The prevention of forgery, it 

was claimed in England, required that the forger should be executed; and upon the principle that 

punishment is for the public protection and not for exact   p 303  justice and strict retribution the 

forger was hanged. But a merely civil crime against property and not against human life does not 

merit the death penalty. Upon this theory, the number of capital offenses became very numerous, 

and the criminal code very bloody. So that, in the long run, nothing is kinder than exact justice. It 

prevents extremes in either direction: either that of indulgence or that of cruelty (Shedd, Endless 

Punishment, 118–40). 

Commutative justice implies an exchange of values between two parties wherein each gives 

and receives in return. This species has no place in reference to God; for ―who has first given to 

him, and it shall be recompensed to him again?‖ (Rom. 11:35). 

Public or general justice is a distinction invented by Grotius for the purpose of meeting 

certain Socinian objections to the Anselmic doctrine of strict satisfaction. It is a relaxed form of 

justice by virtue of which God waives a full satisfaction of legal claims and accepts a partial 

satisfaction in lieu thereof. Analyzed to its ultimate elements, public justice is benevolence, not 

justice. Justice is the exact distribution of reward or of punishment. Anything therefore that is 

inexact is insofar unjust. Too much or too little suffering for a crime is not pure justice. Says the 

younger Edwards (Against Chauncy, chap. 4), ―general or public justice is an improper use of the 

word justice; because to practice justice in this sense is no other than to act from public spirit or 

from love to the community; and with respect to the universe, it is the very same with general 

benevolence.‖ Grotius agreed with Socinus and both of them agreed with Duns Scotus in making 

punitive justice optional, not necessary. Grotius held that punishment could be waived and not 

inflicted, if God so decided. It is not necessary that sin be punished with such a punishment as 

strictly and fully corresponds with the guilt. An inferior penalty may be inflicted or even no 

penalty at all if God so determine. What then was the difference between Grotius and Socinus? It 

was this. Socinus asserted that when God decides to waive legal claims, he need not do anything 

to guard against the evil consequences of so doing. He can release the sinner from all punishment 

and let the matter drop there. Grotius, on the other hand, though agreeing with his opponent that 
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God can dispense with penalty altogether, yet maintained that he cannot do it with safety to the 

universe unless he gives some expression to his abhorrence of sin. This he does by the death of 

Christ. When God remits penalty by this method, he guards against the abuse of his benevolence, 

which abuse Socinus made no provision for in his system. According to Grotius, the substituted 

sufferings of Christ are not a strict equivalent for the penalty due to sin, but an accepted 

equivalent, as when a creditor agrees to take fifty cents for a dollar in the settlement of a 

commercial debt. 

Grotius applies the principles of commercial justice to the doctrine of Christ‘s atonement. He 

employs an illustration from the Roman commercial law, as presented in the Pandects of 

Justinian. Commercial justice can be satisfied by word of mouth. If a creditor calls a debt paid, it 

is paid; and the release is denominated acceptilatio or acquittance by word of mouth.
57

 

Commercial justice has no further demands to make when the creditor has said that the debt is 

paid. In like manner, if God   p 304  will say that the moral law is satisfied by an inferior penalty, it 

is satisfied; and if he should say that it is satisfied with no penalty at all, it would be satisfied. 

There are no claims standing against the sinner because the claims being of a positive (not a 

necessary nature) and being constituted by the optional will of God can be abrogated by the same 

almighty will. Socinus (Concerning Jesus Christ the Savior 3.1) argues ―that God is our creditor. 

Our sins are debts which we have contracted toward him. But a creditor can by an act of will 

surrender his claim, without making any legal provision for so doing.‖ This abolishes the 

distinction between commercial and moral indebtedness and assumes that the claims of justice 

and government, like those of a pecuniary creditor, have no necessary quality, but are voidable 

by an act of will. A pecuniary creditor can abolish his claim by a volition, but a magistrate 

cannot so abolish a moral claim (Shedd, History of Doctrine 2.347–48). 

Goodness (Including Benevolence and Mercy) 

The goodness of God is the divine essence viewed as energizing benevolently and kindly 

toward the creature. It is an emanent or transitive attribute issuing forth from the divine nature 

and aiming to promote the welfare and happiness of the universe. It is not that attribute by which 

God is good, but by which he does good. As good in himself, God is holy; as showing goodness 

to others, he is good or kind. The Septuagint renders ṭôb
58

 by chrēstos:
59

 ―Good (chrēstos)
60

 are 

you, O Lord, and you do good‖ (Ps. 119:68). In Rom. 5:7 holiness is designated by dikaios
61

 and 

kindness by agathos:
62

 ―Scarcely for a righteous (dikaios)
63

 man will one die; yet peradventure 

for a good (agathos)
64

 man, some would even dare to die.‖ In Luke 18:19 the reference is to 

benevolence, not to holiness: ―None is good (agathos),
65

 save one, that is God.‖ 
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Goodness is a special attribute with varieties under it. The first of these is benevolence. This 

is the affection which the Creator feels toward the sentient and conscious creature, as such. 

Benevolence cannot be shown to insentient existence, to rocks and mountains. It grows out of the 

fact that the creature is his workmanship. God is interested in everything which he has made. He 

cannot hate any of his own handiwork. The wrath of God is not excited by anything that took its 

origin from him. It falls only upon something that has been added to his own work. Sin is no part 

of creation, but a quality introduced into creation by the creature himself. 

God‘s benevolent love toward his creatures, considered as creatures merely, is infinitely 

greater than any love of a creature toward a creature. No earthly father loves his child with a 

benevolence equal to that which the heavenly Father feels toward his created offspring: ―The 

highest is kind (chrēstos)
66

 unto the unthankful and to the evil‖ (Luke 6:35);   p 305  ―your Father 

which is in heaven makes his sun to rise on the evil and on the good and sends rain on the just 

and on the unjust‖ (Matt. 5:45). Disobedience and ingratitude deaden and destroy the benevolent 

feeling of man toward man, but not that of God toward his creatures. Sinful men—as well as 

renewed men—are the objects of God‘s providential care. Even Satan and the fallen angels are 

treated with all the benevolence which their enmity to God will admit. God feels no malevolence 

toward them. 

The benevolent interest which God as a Creator takes in the sentient creature, as the product 

of his omnipotent power, is illustrated by the following from Aristotle: 

The benefactor loves him whom he has benefited more than he who has been benefited loves the 

benefactor. The workman loves his own work more than the work loves the workman. All men 

feel greater love for what they have acquired with labor; as those who have earned their money 

love it more than those who have inherited it. Mothers are more fond of their children than fathers 

are, for the bringing them forth is painful. Parents have greater love for their children than 

children have for their parents. 

—Ethics 9.7 

Upon this principle, the benevolent affection of God toward his creatures is greater than that of 

creatures toward each other. God‘s compassionate love is more tender than that of an earthly 

father or mother: ―When my father and mother forsake me, then the Lord will take me up‖ (Ps. 

27:10). Men are commanded to imitate divine benevolence as the highest form of this affection: 

―Love your enemies, do good to them that hate you; that you may be the children of your Father 

which is in heaven. Be therefore perfect even as your Father in heaven is perfect‖ (Matt. 5:44; cf. 

Plato, Republic 1.33; Montaigne, ―Of the Affection of Fathers‖ in Essays 6.8). 

God‘s benevolent interest in the sentient creature and his care for its welfare are proportioned 

and suited to the nature and circumstances of the creature. (a) It extends to the animals: ―You 

open your hand and supply the desire of every living thing‖ (Ps. 145:16); ―the young lions roar 

after their prey and seek their meat from God‖ (104:21; cf. the whole psalm); ―who provides for 

the raven his food?‖ (Job 38:41); ―behold the fowls of the air, for they sow not, yet your 

heavenly Father feeds them‖ (Matt. 6:26); ―you preserve man and beast‖ (Ps. 36:6). (b) It 

extends to man: ―He left not himself without witness, in that he did good, and gave us rain from 

heaven‖ (Acts 14:17). (c) It extends to sinful man: ―He makes his sun to rise on the evil and on 

the good‖ (Matt. 5:45); ―he suffered all nations to walk in their own ways, nevertheless, filling 
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their hearts with food and gladness‖ (Acts 14:17); ―but you are a God slow to anger and of great 

kindness and forsook them not‖ (Neh. 9:17). 

Divine benevolence varies in its degrees in accordance with the capacity of the object to 

receive it. The brute experiences all of it that he is capable of. As he is physical only, he can 

receive from his Creator only physical good. Man is both physical and mental and receives both 

physical and mental good. Sinful man is deprived of a full manifestation of divine benevolence 

only by reason of his sin. God manifests to the sinner all the benevolence that he is qualified to 

receive. He sends him physical and temporal good—rain from heaven and fruitful seasons—

filling his heart with food and gladness, but he cannot bestow upon a sinful and hostile man his 

approving love and fill him with heavenly peace and   p 306  joy. Divine benevolence, therefore, is 

infinite. It is not limited in its manifestation by anything in itself, but only by the capacity and 

characteristics of the creature. 

The chief objections to the doctrine of divine benevolence are the following: (1) the 

permission of sin, (2) the existence of suffering here upon earth, and (3) the slow progress of 

redemption. Respecting the first, it is to be observed that the permission of sin has cost God more 

than it has man. No sacrifice and suffering on account of sin has been undergone by any man that 

is equal to that which has been endured by incarnate God. This shows that God is not acting 

selfishly in permitting sin. At the very time that he permits it, he knows that it will result in an 

infinite sacrifice on his part. Respecting the second, it is to be said that the suffering of both 

animals and man is often greatly exaggerated. The ―struggle for existence‖ in the animal world is 

not so great as Darwin and others represent. The majority, certainly, survive. If they did not, the 

species would diminish and gradually become extinct. But the fact is that generally they are 

steadily increasing. And in the human world, there is no struggle at all for existence. Men do not 

feed upon one another. The amount of enjoyment in both the animal and the human world is 

greater than the amount of suffering: ―The earth is full of the goodness of the Lord‖ (Ps. 35:5). 

―After all, it is a happy world,‖ said Paley (Natural Theology, 26). Says King (Foreknowledge, 

2): 

It is manifest that though good be much mixed with evil in this life, yet there is much more good 

than evil in nature, and every animal provides for its own preservation by instinct or reason, 

which it would never do, if it did not think or feel its life, with all the evils annexed, to be much 

preferable to nonexistence. This is a proof of the wisdom, goodness, and power of God, who 

could thus temper a world infested with so many miseries, that nothing should continue in it 

which was not in some measure pleased with its existence and which would not endeavor by all 

possible means to preserve it. 

Furthermore, it must be remembered that in the human world suffering is the effect of sin. Most 

of the suffering among mankind comes from poverty and disease; and these are due very greatly 

to the two vices of intemperance and sensuality. And finally, pain is not an absolute evil for man, 

unless it is hell pain. All suffering except that of eternal remorse and despair may be a means of 

good to him. Respecting the third objection, the success of redemption must be estimated at the 

end of the process, not at the beginning or in the middle of it. Thus estimated, the great majority 

of the human family are redeemed by Christ. (See supplement 3.5.9.) 

Mercy is a second variety of divine goodness. It is the benevolent compassion of God toward 

man as a sinner. This attribute, though logically implied in the idea of God as a being possessed 

of all conceivable perfections, is free and sovereign in its exercise. Consequently, it requires a 

special revelation in order to establish the fact that it will be exercised. As omnipotence is a 
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necessary attribute of God and yet its exercise in the creation of the universe is not necessary but 

optional, so, though mercy is a necessary attribute, its exercise is not also necessary: 

The goodness of the deity is infinite and circumscribed by no limits; but the exercise of his 

goodness may be limited by himself. God is necessarily good in his nature; but free in his 

communication of it. He is not   p 307  necessarily communicative of his goodness, as the sun of its 

light, which chooses not its objects but enlightens all indifferently. This were to make God of no 

more understanding than the sun, which shines not where it pleases but where it must. He is an 

understanding agent and has a sovereign right to choose his own subjects. It would not be a 

supreme, if it were not a voluntary goodness. 

—Charnock, Goodness of God 

(See supplement 3.5.10) 

Accordingly, the fact that the attribute of mercy will be exercised toward sinful man is taught 

only in written revelation. Indeed, this constitutes the most important and principal part of the 

teaching of inspiration. In the very first communication made to the fallen pair, there was a 

promise on the part of God to show mercy in and by the ―seed of the woman‖: the Son of Man, 

the incarnate God (Gen. 3:15). And in the yet more explicit revelation made to Moses on the 

mount, in connection with the giving of the law, ―Jehovah passed by before him, and proclaimed, 

The Lord, the Lord God, merciful (raḥûm,
67

 tender, compassionate) and gracious (ḥannûn,
68

 

showing kindness), long-suffering and abundant in goodness and truth, keeping mercy for 

thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin‖ (Exod. 34:6–7). To quote all the 

prooftexts for this attribute would be to quote the bulk of both the Old and the New Testament. 

Grace is an aspect of mercy. It differs from mercy in that it has reference to sinful man as 

guilty, while mercy has respect to sinful man as miserable. The one refers to the culpability of 

sin, and the other to its wretchedness. The two terms, however, in common use are 

interchangeable. Grace, like mercy, is a variety of divine goodness. 

Both mercy and grace are exercised in a general manner toward those who are not the objects 

of their special manifestation. All blessings bestowed upon the natural man are mercy, insofar as 

they succor his distress, and grace, so far as they are bestowed upon the undeserving: ―He makes 

his sun to rise upon the evil‖ (Matt. 5:45); ―the Lord is good to all, and his tender mercies are 

over all his works‖ (Ps. 145:9); ―the eyes of all wait upon you‖ (145:15–16). 

This general manifestation of mercy and grace is in and by the works of creation and 

providence. It is also seen in one aspect of the work of redemption. Men who are not actually 

saved by divine mercy yet obtain some blessings from it. (a) The delay of punishment is one, 

namely, the pretermission (paresis)
69

 of sin, in distinction from its remission (aphesis)
70

 (Rom. 

3:25). God‘s forbearance and long-suffering with a sinner who abuses this by persistence in sin is 

a phase of mercy. This is ―through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.‖ It is made possible by 

it. Without Christ‘s work, there would have been instantaneous punishment and no long-

suffering. This is also taught in 1 Pet. 3:20: ―The long-suffering of God waited in the days of 

Noah.‖ (b) The common influences of the Holy Spirit are another manifestation of mercy in its 

general form. (See supplement 3.5.11.) 
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Special grace and mercy are exercised only in redemption and toward those whom God is 

pleased to fix upon: ―According as he has chosen us   p 308  in him, having predestined us unto the 

adoption of children to the praise of the glory of his grace, wherein he has made us accepted 

(echaritōsen)
71

 in the beloved‖ (Eph. 1:4–6); ―I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and 

I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion‖ (Rom. 9:15). 

Truth 

The truth or veracity of God is that attribute of his nature by virtue of which he performs 

what he has said: ―God is not a man that he should lie‖ (Num. 23:19). It is seen (1) in revelation: 

―The word of the Lord endures forever‖ (1 Pet. 1:25); ―his truth endures to all generations‖ (Ps. 

100:5); ―one jot or tittle shall not pass from the law till all be fulfilled‖ (Matt. 5:18); (2) in 

redemption: ―He is faithful that promised‖ (Heb. 10:23); ―God willing [desiring] more 

abundantly to show unto the heirs of promise the immutability of his counsel, confirmed it by an 

oath‖ (6:17); ―God is faithful, by whom you were called‖ (1 Cor. 1:9); ―he abides faithful; he 

cannot deny himself‖ (2 Tim. 2:13); and (3) in retribution: ―So, I swore in my wrath, They shall 

not enter into my rest‖ (Heb. 3:11; cf. 4:1–11). 

S U P P L E M E N T S 

3.5.1 (see p. 278). Augustine (Letter 166) thus explains that peculiarity of spirit which consists in being 

present, not partitively, but as an entire whole, wherever it is present: ―If matter be used as a term 

denoting everything which in any form has a distinct and separate existence of its own, whether it be 

called an essence or a substance or by another name, then the soul is ‗material‘ [i.e., substantial]. Again, if 

you choose to apply the epithet immaterial only to that [divine] nature which is supremely immutable and 

is everywhere present in its entirety, the soul is material, for it is not at all endowed with such [supremely 

immutable] qualities. But if matter be used to designate nothing but that which, whether at rest or in 

motion, has some length, breadth, and height, so that with a greater part of itself it occupies a greater part 

of space and with a smaller part a smaller space and is in every part of it less than the whole, then the soul 

is not material. For it pervades the whole body which it animates, not by a local distribution of parts, but 

by a certain vital influence, being at the same moment present in its entirety in all parts of the body and 

not less in smaller parts and greater in larger parts, but here with more energy and there with less energy, 

it is in its entirety present in the whole body and in every part of it. For even that which the mind 

perceives in only a part of the body is nevertheless not otherwise perceived than by the whole soul; for 

when any part of the living flesh is touched by a needle, although the place affected is not only not the 

whole body, but scarcely discernible on its surface, the contact does not escape the entire mind, and yet 

the contact is not felt over the whole body, but only at the one point where it takes place. How comes it, 

then, that what takes place in only a part of the body is immediately known to the whole mind, unless the 

whole mind is present at that part and at the same time not deserting all the other parts of the body in 

order to be present in its entirety at this one? For all the other parts of the body in which no such contact 

takes place are still living by the soul being present with them. And if a similar contact occur in the other 
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parts and the contact occur in both parts simultaneously, it would in both cases alike be known at the 

same moment to the whole mind. Now, this presence of the mind in all parts of the body at the same 

moment would be impossible if it were distributed over these parts in the same way as we see matter 

distributed in space, occupying less space with a smaller portion of itself and greater space with a greater 

portion. For all things composed of matter are larger in larger places or smaller in smaller places, and no 

one of them is in its entirety present at any part of itself, but the dimensions of material substances are 

according to the dimensions of the space occupied.‖ 

3.5.2 (see p. 281). Platonist John Smith (Discourses, 126) defines time like Berkeley: ―That which first 

fathers the notion of time in us is nothing else but that succession and multiplicity which we find in our 

own thoughts, which move from one thing to another, as the sun in the firmament is said to walk from 

one planetary house to another and to have his several stages to pass by. And therefore where there is no 

such vicissitude or variety, as there can be no sense of time, so there can be nothing of the thing.‖ 

3.5.3 (see p. 282). That the effect of the divine energizing in creation is temporal while the causative 

energizing itself is eternal must be postulated in order to divine immutability. We cannot say that the 

divine energizing produces its effect simultaneously with itself, because in this case the created universe 

would be eternal, as in Origen‘s doctrine of eternal creation. Assuming the correctness of Ussher‘s 

chronology, we cannot affirm that God‘s creative power in originating man from nothing was not exerted 

until 4004 B.C., and that up to this date he had been inactive in this respect and then acted. This would 

imply a change and passage in the   p 309  divine essence from an inactive to an active state, like that of 

man and angel. Neither can we say that man existed prior to 4004 B.C. God‘s causative action cannot be 

successive, because the ideas of beginning and ending inhere in that of succession. The beginning is 

before the ending, and there is an interval between the two. But God ―sees the end from the beginning,‖ 

not from the end, without an interval between. The remark on p. 312 that the ―divine thought, unlike a 

human thought, is not in any particular inferior to the thing‖ is perhaps the best explanation possible of 

the eternity of the cause and the temporality of the effect, in regard to creation ex nihilo. Although the 

effect (say the planet earth) is not actually existent, but held in suspense after the creative act until the 

point of time arrives when it is to be made real in space and time, yet divine knowledge of it, which is 

involved in the divine idea or thought of it, is complete and exhaustive. This absolutely perfect knowledge 

is equivalent to actual existence for God. 
Divine purpose is like the human in that there may be an interval between the formation of it and the 

execution. A man decides today to commit murder, but he does not do the deed until tomorrow or a 

month later. The difference between the two is that execution of the purpose in the case of man may fail 

or be changed, but not in the case of God. The human purpose is uncertain, but the divine is absolutely 

certain, because all the causes and events in the interval of time between the formation and execution are 

not under the control of the human agent, while they are of the divine agent. Something therefore may 

occur in the former instance to defeat the purpose, but not in the latter. Man, also, alters his mind and 

retracts what he has once determined to do, but God does not. The language of Peter (1 Pet. 1:20), ―who 

verily was foreordained before the foundation of the world, but was manifest in these last times,‖ may be 

applied to the creation of the world. The world was decreed from eternity before the foundation of the 

world, but was created in time. 

3.5.4 (see p. 287). Owen (Saints‘ Perseverance, chap. 3) defines the knowledge of simple intelligence:
72

 

―All things originally owe their futurition [actuality] to a free act of the will of God. Their relation 

thereunto translates them out of the state of possibility and of being objects of God‘s absolute 

omnipotency and infinite simple intelligence or understanding, whereby he intuitively beholds all things 

that might be produced by the exertion of infinite power, into a state of futurition [actuality], making them 

objects of God‘s foreknowledge, or science of vision.‖ 
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3.5.5 (see p. 288). It is objected that the selfish ethics which makes happiness man‘s ultimate end finds a 

support in the scriptural doctrine of a ―recompense of reward‖ in the next life. This is erroneous, because 

the reward promised and looked for is divine approval and love. It is not any form of earthly and finite 

good. The Christian does not obey God because he desires or expects in return for his obedience wealth, 

health, earthly pleasure, fame, or any of that good which self-love desires, but simply and only the ―well 

done, good and faithful servant.‖ Without this divine approbation all other good would be worthless to 

him; and with it, all other good is nothing in comparison. The rewards of eternity are a payment in kind: 

―grace for grace.‖ The reward of loving and serving God is more and more love and service; of holiness, 

is more and more holiness; etc. God himself is represented as the believer‘s reward: ―The word of the 

Lord came unto Abram in a vision, saying, Fear not, Abram; I am your shield and your exceeding great 

reward‖ (Gen. 15:1); ―the Lord is the portion of my inheritance and of my cup‖ (Ps. 16:5). 
Anselm (Concerning Foreknowledge 13) observes that happiness depends upon the attainment of an 

object different from itself, but holiness does not because it is its own reward: ―Indeed, the desire of 

righteousness is righteousness itself; but the desire of happiness is not happiness, because not all have 

happiness who have the desire for it.‖
73 

3.5.6 (see p. 290). Anselm (Proslogion 7) takes the same view with Augustine respecting the meaning of 

power when ascribed to God: ―To be able to lie, to make that which is true to be false, and the like, is not 

power but weakness. He that can do these things can do what is wrong and injurious to himself; and the 

greater his ability to do these things, the greater will be the power of evil and adversity over him, and the 

less will he be able to resist them. Whoever therefore has such ability has it not from his power but from 

his weakness.‖ 

3.5.7 (see p. 298). If the validity of the distinction between the agent and the agency, between the 

substance of the soul and its activity or self-determination, is not conceded, the view of Flacius is 

inevitable, namely, that sin is the substance of the soul. 

3.5.8 (see p. 302). The justice of punishment really cannot be separated from its utility and expediency, as 

is done by those who assert the latter and deny the former. If judicial suffering is not just, it will not prove 

to be useful or expedient. There will be no reformation of the criminal or protection of society if the 

criminal does not first perceive and acknowledge that his act is guilt and ought to be punished as such. So 

long as he denies the criminality and ill desert of his act, he will say that his suffering is the unjust 

infliction of a tyrannical power. This will exasperate and harden him and lead him to commit the crime 

again, if he has the opportunity. No personal moral improvement will result from the infliction and no 

security to society against the repetition of the crime. In this way, it is evident that the expediency of 

penalty depends upon the justice of it. He who denies the latter must deny the former. If the infliction is 

not first of all just, it cannot be expedient and useful. It will fail of accomplishing the two things desired: 

the protection of the community from crime and the reformation of the criminal. Faber in his hymn 

combines the two: 

There is a wideness in God‘s mercy 
 Like the wideness of the sea; 
There is a kindness in his justice 
 Which is more than liberty. 

The first two lines are often quoted, and the last two omitted. 

3.5.9 (see p. 306). The suffering of animals decreases as we go down the scale. The following statement 

respecting this point is made in Kirby and Spence‘s Entomology (Letter 2): ―It is well known that in 

proportion as we descend the scale of being the sensibility of objects diminishes. The tortoise walks about 
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 73.  Voluntas quidem justitiae est ipsa justitia; voluntas vero beatitudinis non est beatitudo; quia non omnis habet 
beatitudinem qui habet ejus voluntatem. 
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after losing its head; and the polypus, so far from being injured by the application of the knife, thereby 

acquires an extension of existence. Insensibility almost equally great may be found in the insect world. 

This, indeed, might be inferred a priori, since providence seems to have been more prodigal of insect life 

than of any order of creatures, animalcula perhaps alone excepted. Can it be believed that the beneficent 

Creator, whose tender mercies are over all his works, would expose these helpless beings to such 

innumerable enemies and injuries were they endued with the same irritability of nerve with the higher 

orders of animals? But this inference is reduced to a certainty when we attend to the facts which insects 

every day present to us, proving that the very   p 310  converse of our great poet‘s conclusion must be 

regarded as nearer the truth: 

The poor beetle that we tread upon, 
In corporal sufferance finds a pang as great 
As when a giant dies, 

Not to mention the peculiar organization of insects which strongly favors the position we are taking, their 

sangfroid upon the loss of their limbs, even those that we account most necessary to life, proves that the 

pain they suffer cannot be very acute. A tipula will leave half of its legs in the hands of a boy who has 

endeavored to catch it and will fly here and there with as much agility and unconcern as if nothing had 

happened to it; and an insect impaled upon a pin will often devour its prey with as much avidity as when 

at liberty. We have seen the common cockchafer walk about with apparent indifference after some bird 

had nearly emptied its body of its viscera; a bumblebee will eat honey with greediness though deprived of 

its abdomen; and we have seen an ant which had been brought out of its nest by its comrades walk when 

deprived of its head. The head of a wasp will attempt to bite after it is separated from the body; and the 

abdomen under similar circumstances, if the finger is moved to it, will attempt to sting. These facts, out of 

hundreds that might be adduced, are sufficient to prove that insects do not experience the same acute 

sensations of pain with the higher orders of animals. Had a giant lost an arm or a leg, or were a sword or 

spear run through his body, he would feel no great inclination for running about, dancing, or eating.‖ 
The statement in the text is erroneous that ―if the majority of a species did not survive the species 

would diminish and become extinct.‖ The immense number of eggs which a single cod deposits or a 

single insect lays makes the destruction of vast numbers necessary in order to prevent such a 

multiplication of the species as would overrun the sea and the land. ―Wasps,‖ say Kirby and Spence 

(Entomology, Letter 11), ―at the beginning of winter drag out of the cells all the grubs and unrelentingly 

destroy them. They have no stock of provisions; the young must linger on a short period, and at length die 

of hunger. A sudden death by their own hands is comparatively a merciful stroke. We do not mean to say 

that this train of reasoning actually passes through the mind of the wasps. It is more correct to regard it as 

having actuated the benevolent author of the instinct so singularly and wisely created in them. Were a nest 

of wasps to survive the winter, they would increase so rapidly that not only would all the bees, flies, and 

other insects on which they prey be extirpated, but man himself would find them a grievous pest. It is 

necessary, therefore, that the great mass should annually perish.‖ 

3.5.10 (see p. 307). The inexactness and freedom of mercy contrasted with the exactitude and necessity of 

justice explains St. Paul‘s declaration: ―Where sin abounded grace did much more abound.‖ Justice is 

rigorously exact. It cannot inflict any more than is due or any less. It is confined to strict limits. But mercy 

is inexact because boundless. It may give more than is due, though never less than is due. As Shakespeare 

says, ―The quality of mercy is not strained,‖ that is, confined to immutable bounds. In Christ‘s redeeming 

work, divine mercy is infinite upon infinite and exceeds all computation. Justice ―abounds,‖ but within its 

limits; mercy ―superabounds‖ beyond all limits. Pascal (Thoughts, 163), remarks that ―the justice of God 

must be immense as well as his compassion; yet is the justice of God toward the condemned less 

immense and less overwhelming to the thought than his grace toward the elect?‖ The exactness and rigor 

of justice as an attribute are thus expressed by Dorner (Christian Doctrine 1.291): ―In one aspect, justice 

is logic and mathematics applied to the sphere of the will, and in this very fact lies the proof of its no 

mere subjective nature. Its demands contain a logical and mathematical necessity, that is, the necessity 
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that the will as well as the understanding must act according to the logic of things and direct itself 

according to the measure placed upon everything.‖ 

3.5.11 (see p. 307). The relation of Christ‘s satisfaction to the nonelect is thus stated by Charnock: ―The 

power of God is more manifest in his patience toward a multitude of sinners than it would be in creating 

millions of worlds out of nothing; for this is the exertion of a power over himself. The exercise of this 

patience is founded in the death of Christ. Without the consideration of this we can give no reason why 

divine patience should extend itself to us and not to the fallen angels. The threatening extends itself to us 

as well as to the fallen angels and must necessarily have sunk man, as well as those glorious creatures, 

had not Christ stepped in to our relief. Had not Christ interposed to satisfy the justice of God, man upon 

his sinning had been actually bound over to punishment as well as the fallen angels were upon theirs and 

been fettered in chains as strong as those spirits feel. The reason why man was not hurled into the same 

deplorable condition as they were is Christ‘s promise of taking our nature and not theirs. Had God 

designed Christ‘s taking their nature the same patience had been exercised toward them and the same 

offers would have been made to them as are made to us. In regard to these fruits of this patience Christ is 

said to buy the wickedest apostates: ‗Denying the Lord that bought them‘ (1 Pet. 2:1). Such were bought 

by him as ‗bring upon themselves just destruction, and whose damnation slumbers not‘ (2:3); he 

purchased the continuance of their lives and the stay of their execution that offers of grace might be made 

to them. This patience must be either upon the account of the law or the gospel, for there are no other 

rules whereby God governs the world. A fruit of the law it was not that spoke nothing but curses after 

disobedience; not a letter of mercy was written upon that, and therefore nothing of patience; death and 

wrath were denounced; no slowness of anger intimated. It must be, therefore, upon the account of the 

gospel and a fruit of the covenant of grace whereof Christ was the mediator‖ (God‘s Patience, 720 [ed. 

Bohn]). 
  p 311   
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WHAT IS AN ATTRIBUTE OF GOD? 

By ―attribute‖ is meant some characteristic that can be attributed to God‘s nature—an essential 

trait of God. Other terms for attribute are ―property,‖ ―perfection,‖ or ―name.‖ (―Names of God‖ 

is an older term; see Thomas Aquinas, ST, la.13.1.) ―Attribute‖ will be used both because it is 

something attributable to God and because it is a customary term. 

Few (if any) studies are more important than that of the attributes of God. There are many 

reasons for this, including the following. 

All Basic Theological Truth Depends Upon God‘s Attributes 

Virtually every major doctrine of the faith is based on the doctrine of God. For instance, the 

claims that the Bible is the Word of God and that Jesus Christ is the Son of God are entirely 

dependent on what is meant by God, of whom the Bible is the Word and Christ the Son. 

Likewise, a miracle is defined as a special act of God (see Geisler, ―M, D‖ in BECA), but there 

cannot be acts of God unless there is a God who can act, and only a theistic God can perform 

these special acts known as miracles (see Geisler, Systematic Theology, Volume 1, chapter 3). 

Even doctrines like eschatology depend on a God who can infallibly predict the future and who 

has the omnipotent power to bring about what He desires to occur. The same is true of the 

doctrine of the Atonement: The meanings of reconciliation, propitiation, divine satisfaction (see 

Volume 3), and many other aspects of redemption depend on the kind of God whose acts they 

are. 

If, for example, God is not absolutely just, then both the need for Christ‘s atonement and the 

justification of hell (see Volume 4) are undermined. The fact is that every essential Christian 

teaching is dependent for its validity on the orthodox doctrine of God. Hence, a study of His 

attributes is key to the rest of evangelical theology. 

We Cannot Recognize False ―Gods‖ Without Knowing the True God 

The Bible constantly exhorts believers to beware of false prophets (Matt. 7:15), to test the 

spirits (1 John 4:1), and to watch out for the doctrines of demons (1 Tim. 4:1). But there is no 

way to recognize error unless we know the truth; counterfeits cannot be detected unless we know 

the genuine article. Likewise, there is no way to determine what is false about God unless we 

know what is true about Him. Jesus said, ―You will know the truth, and the truth will set you 

free‖ (John 8:32). A study of the attributes of the true God is essential to the fulfillment of the 

apologetic task of defending the faith (Phil. 1:7; 1 Peter 3:15; Jude 3). 

Error Has Practical Consequences 

In his excellent book Ideas Have Consequences, Richard Weaver lays out the answer to the 

question of why one‘s beliefs are important. (His reasoning applies with even greater force to 

ideas about God.) A brief look at history tells the often-tragic tale of the results of beliefs. 

Hitler‘s fascist ideas cost more than twelve million lives during the holocaust. Stalin‘s Marxist 

ideas eventually liquidated at least eighteen million. Chairman Mao‘s Communist ideas 

eliminated some thirty million. And when one‘s beliefs involve God, an even more important 
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consequence lies in the balance—the timeless souls of billions. Theological ideas have longer-

lasting consequences than mere political ideas—eternal consequences (Mark 8:36). 

Our Spiritual Growth Is Dependent Upon Our Concept of God 

A. W. Tozer (1897–1963) said, ―What you think of God is the most important thing about 

you‖ (KH, 1). In our spiritual lives, we cannot transcend the God we worship; we can rise no 

higher than what we believe to be the highest. Our concept of God will have a marked effect on 

our practical lives. 

It is a psychological fact that we tend to become like what (or whom) we admire the most. 

Hero worship produces followers who tend to emulate their idols, whether they are athletes, 

saints, or gods. Because worshipers become like the gods they worship, our godliness tends to 

become like our God. Our concept of God will, therefore, define the limits of our godliness. 

A Commitment to What Is Less Than Ultimate Will Not Be Ultimately Satisfying 

No one knew this better than the wisest man who ever lived. Solomon tried everything 

―under the sun‖ for satisfaction. Whether it was wine, women, wealth, worldliness, wisdom, 

works, or wickedness, he concluded that all is ―vanity‖ and ―vexation of spirit‖ apart from God 

(Eccl. 1–2 KJV). True satisfaction is not found under the sun, but beyond the sun—in the Son 

(Eccl. 12:1). God alone can fill the God-sized vacuum in every human heart. No one will find 

ultimate satisfaction in anything less than the Ultimate (Tillich, UC). The quest for eternal 

pleasure will never be found in anything but the Eternal. And the desire for infinite happiness 

cannot be found in anything short of the Infinite God. Hence, any false view of God as less than 

the Ultimate, Infinite, and Eternal will not bring beatitude (blessedness) to the soul. As 

Augustine put it, the soul is restless until it finds its rest in God—the true and living God (C). 

ARE GOD‘S ATTRIBUTES ONE OR MANY? 

How many attributes does God have? Most theologians, especially in the evangelical 

tradition, believe that God has many attributes. However, this creates a quandary for classical 

theism, which holds that God is a simple (indivisible) Being (see chapter 2). 

The Problem Stated 

Briefly, the issue is this: If God is simple (absolutely one) in His essence, how can He have 

many attributes? If He is more than one thing, how can He be only one Being? If His essence has 

more than one characteristic, how can it avoid having some kind of multiplicity in it? 

A Response to the Problem 

The answer to this lies in the fact that while many things are being said about God, they are 

being affirmed of only one Being. God is not many beings; He is only one Being, but God has 

many different characteristics that are true about His one Being. This is the case because no one 

thing said about Him is exhaustive; so many things must be said about Him in order for us to 

have a more complete knowledge of Him. Thus, God is one Being (essence), but He has many 

attributes (properties). 
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ARE ALL THE ATTRIBUTES OF GOD SYNONYMOUS? 

Another question that arises about the attributes of God is whether they are all synonymous; 

that is, do they all really mean the same thing? 

The Problem Stated 

Since there is only one God, all characteristics attributed to Him refer to one and the same 

Being. But it would appear that everything said about the same thing is saying the same thing, 

and what is saying the same thing is synonymous. Therefore, it seems necessary to conclude that 

all attributes of God are synonymous. 

A Response to the Problem 

The above conclusion does not follow, for many different things can be said about the same 

thing. For example, a stone is solid, and round, and heavy, and yet there is only one stone about 

which these things are being said. These different characteristics are not the same. For instance, 

solidity is not roundness, and heaviness is not solidity. Consequently, many different 

characteristics can be attributed to one and the same Being, God. Just as the one center of a circle 

has many different radii flowing into it, even so the one nature of God has many attributes 

predictable of it (see Thomas Aquinas, ST, la.13.4). 

HOW MANY ATTRIBUTES DOES GOD HAVE? 

Different theologians list different numbers. This is (1) partly due to the fact that some 

theologians are not attempting to give a comprehensive list; (2) partly because some theologians 

combine certain attributes into one; (3) partly owing to the disagreement as to whether some 

attributes are really attributes or whether they are activities of God (e.g., mercy); and (4) partly 

because some theologians do not distinguish between an attribute (which is of God‘s essence, 

such as holiness) and a characteristic (which is not an attribute but is simply something that 

belongs to God in general, such as ineffability [see chapter 10]). 

The following list attempts to be comprehensive and non-overlapping. In it there are twenty 

nonmoral attributes of God, five nonmoral characteristics of God, six moral attributes of God, 

and three moral characteristics of God. 

Nonmoral Attributes of God 

The nonmoral attributes (also called metaphysical attributes) of God are at least the 

following: pure actuality and simplicity (see chapter 2), aseity (―not caused by another‖) and 

necessity (see chapter 3), immutability and eternality (see chapter 4), impassibility and infinity 

(see chapter 5), immateriality and immensity (see chapter 6), omnipotence and omnipresence 

(see chapter 7), omniscience (see chapter 8), wisdom and light (see chapter 9), majesty, beauty, 

and ineffability (see chapter 10), life and immortality (see chapter 11), and unity and triunity (see 

chapter 12). 

Other Nonmoral Characteristics of God 
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There are also some nonmoral traits that characterize God; these involve how God, in His 

essential attributes, relates to His creatures. They include sovereignty, transcendence, 

immanence, omnipresence, and ineffability (treated earlier). Without a creation, God would have 

nothing to be sovereign over, transcendent above, immanent in, or omnipresent to. (As stated 

below, ineffability is an overall characteristic.) God‘s essential attributes, however, are proper to 

His nature as such, even if there were no creatures with whom/which to relate. 

Moral Attributes of God 

There are at least six basic moral attributes of God: holiness, justice, jealousy, perfection, 

truthfulness, and goodness (love).
1
 These are essential to God‘s nature. 

Other Moral Characteristics of God 

In addition to God‘s moral attributes, He has other moral characteristics in relation to His 

creatures. Two of these are mercy and wrath, which are activities that follow from or are rooted 

in His nature (as loving and just, respectively) but are not intrinsic to His nature as such. 

Ineffability (see chapter 10) is an overall characteristic of God‘s essence, particularly His 

metaphysical (―above‖ or ―beyond‖ the physical) attributes, in relation to creatures. 

HOW ARE GOD‘S ATTRIBUTES PREDICATED? 

There are only three possible ways to predicate (ascribe) attributes of God: univocally, 

equivocally, and analogically. Univocal predication means to attribute the characteristic to God 

in entirely the same way it is attributed to creatures. Equivocal predication means to use them of 

God in an entirely different way, and analogical predication means to apply them to God in a 

similar way.
2
 

Equivocal Predications About God Leave One in Skepticism 

If all statements about God were affirmed equivocally—in an entirely different way than 

applied to creatures—we would be left in skepticism about Him. This kind of unknowable God is 

found in some forms of mysticism, which stress only negative (what cannot be known) 

knowledge of God (see Plotinus, E), and in some forms of neo-orthodoxy, which emphasize that 

God is ―wholly other,‖ completely different, without similarity (see Kierkegaard, CUP). 

Again, ―equivocal‖ means in an entirely different way. However, what is entirely different 

from being is nonbeing. What is entirely different from good is not good, and what is entirely 

different from true is false. Hence, to equivocally attribute being to God (i.e., in an entirely 

different way than to a creature) would mean He is not being. Likewise, to equivocally affirm 

good of God would mean He is not good, and to equivocally assert truth of God would mean He 

is not truth. In short, equivocal attributions of God leave us totally ignorant of what God is really 

                                                           
1
 Some theologians believe that goodness is an attribute of God and that love is an activity flowing from His goodness. 
However, the Bible does say, “God is love” (1 John 4:16). At any rate, if love is defined as willing the good of another, then it is 
appropriate to treat love and goodness together. 
2
 For a full treatment of univocal, equivocal, and analogical language, see Volume 1, chapter 9. 
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like. All we could know is that He is not like whatever a given term means when applied to 

creatures (see Scotus, PW). 

If equivocal attributions of God leave us in ignorance of what God is like, then we are left in 

agnosticism. And agnosticism is self-defeating, since (1) it claims to know that we cannot know, 

and (2) it claims to know enough about God to say that we cannot know anything about God. 

Thus, equivocal attributions as a way of knowing God are unacceptable. 

Univocal Attributions About God Are Impossible 

―Univocal‖ means ―entirely the same.‖ But we can‘t attribute things to God univocally; there 

is an infinite difference between an infinite Being and a finite being (see chapter 5). So attributes 

about an infinite Being must be affirmed infinitely of Him, and attributes about finite beings 

must be affirmed finitely of them. Hence, we cannot attribute things to God and creatures 

univocally. If we did, then either God would be finite or creatures would be infinite. 

Analogical Attribution About God Is the Only Alternative 

All things attributed to God must be done so either equivocally (entirely different), 

univocally (entirely the same), or analogically (similarly). Equivocal predication is self-

defeating, and univocal predication is impossible. Therefore, all proper statements about God 

must be analogical. Analogous God-talk is the only meaningful way to speak of God (see 

Volume 1, chapter 9); thus, all the names or attributes of God are applied to Him analogically 

(see Mondin, PAPCT). 

RESPONSES TO OBJECTIONS ABOUT ANALOGY 

Several objections have been leveled against the doctrine of analogy. These are largely based 

on a misunderstanding of what is meant by it. 

The Objection That Analogy Leads to Agnosticism 

John Duns Scotus (1266–1308) argued that in every analogy there is an element of sameness 

and an element of difference, for that is what an analogy is (PW). If it were entirely the same, it 

would be univocal, and if it were entirely different, it would be equivocal. Of course, this 

sameness in the analogy must be understood either univocally (entirely the same) or analogically 

(similar). But if it is understood univocally, then analogy is reducible to univocal predication and 

is not truly analogical. And if it is understood analogically and so on infinitely, one never comes 

to a basis for knowing what is the same in the analogy. An infinite regress leads to agnosticism; 

that is, to no knowledge about God. Therefore, analogy supposedly leads to agnosticism. 

Response to the Objection That Analogy Leads to Agnosticism 

This objection confuses an analogous concept with an analogous predication. It confuses the 

understanding of a term and the application of that term. Of course, every term used properly of 

God and creatures must be defined the same way (i.e., univocally); however, it cannot be 

affirmed the same way. God is infinite, and creatures are finite (see chapter 5); hence, the same 

(univocal) concept must be predicated of God in a non-univocal (i.e., analogical) way. In short, 
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the thing signified is the same, but the mode of signification is different. An analogous concept 

would lead to agnosticism. But univocally conceived or defined terms applied (predicated) to 

God in an analogous way do not lead to agnosticism. 

The Objection That Analogy Is Reducible to Univocity 

Another objection to analogous talk about God is that every analogy has an element that is 

common (or the same) in both things—this is said to be analogous. But ―same‖ means univocal, 

for if the definition has an element of sameness, then this element is univocal. Analogy means 

―partly the same,‖ yet, again, ―same‖ means univocal. Consequently, analogous talk allegedly 

reduces to univocal talk about God. 

Response to the Objection That Analogy Reduces to Univocity 

As noted above, this objection confuses an analogous definition (concept) and an analogous 

affirmation (predication). It is true that analogous definitions reduce to univocal ones, for the 

terms (e.g., ―being,‖ ―good,‖ ―true‖) used of God and creatures must be defined the same way 

when used of God and man. However, they cannot be affirmed the same way of God and of man, 

for God is infinite, and creatures are finite. Hence, a term (for instance, ―good‖) must be affirmed 

infinitely of God and finitely of man, for God is infinitely good, and man is only finitely good. 

Thus, a term must be understood the same way (univocally) of God and man, but it must be 

applied differently (analogously). What is said is the same, but how it is said of God and 

creatures is different. 

WHAT IS THE BASIS FOR ANALOGICAL PREDICATION ABOUT 

GOD? 

The basis for the analogy between God and His creatures is found in their similarity. God 

created things like Himself; thus, we can study the creature and learn something of the Creator. 

For example, one of God‘s basic attributes is pure actuality (see chapter 2). But Pure Actuality 

(God) cannot create another Pure Actuality. Pure actuality as an attribute does not have 

potentiality (potency/limitation). Whatever is created has the potentiality not to exist (for 

example, it didn‘t exist before it was created). Therefore, Pure Act cannot make another Pure Act 

(just as an uncreated Being cannot create another uncreated Being). Hence, whatever Pure Act 

makes has both act and potency (whereas Pure Act has no potency). 

Pure Act is only analogous to a being composed of act/potency. The act in act/potency is 

similar to Pure Act, but the potency in it is different from act. Thus, creatures are both similar 

and different from their Creator: They are similar in their actuality, but they are different in their 

potency (act is like Act, but potency is unlike Act). Potency is the limiting factor. Consequently, 

God is not like the limitations (potency) in creatures—He is only like their actuality. 

WHAT KIND OF ANALOGY EXISTS BETWEEN GOD AND 

CREATURES? 
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There are two basic types of analogy: extrinsic and intrinsic. Extrinsic analogy is an analogy 

where only the effect, not the cause, has the characteristic properly. For example, hot water 

causes an egg to become hard. The water is not hard; it only produces the hardness. 

However, an intrinsic analogy is an analogy where both effect and cause possess the 

characteristic. For example, hot water produces a hot egg. Both the egg and the water are hot. 

The effect receives the characteristic from the cause—heat communicates heat. 

Now, both these kinds of analogy apply to the relationship between God and creatures, 

intrinsic analogy applies, since the Cause can‘t give what it hasn‘t got; it can‘t produce what it 

doesn‘t possess; it can‘t share what it doesn‘t have to share. 

However, extrinsic analogy also applies, since God can‘t give what is impossible to give, 

namely, infinity, uncausality, necessity, etc. Again, a Creator can‘t create another uncreated 

Being. Pure Act can‘t make a being without potency. An Infinite Being can‘t make another 

Infinite Being. 

In summary, Pure Act can cause act, but Pure Act cannot cause another Pure Act. When Act 

causes act, it must also cause its potency. The act caused must be like the Act causing it, but the 

potency caused cannot be like the Act causing it (since Pure Act has no potency). 

ANSWERING MORE OBJECTIONS TO ANALOGY 

Several additional objections have been leveled at the doctrine of analogy. A brief response 

to each is in order (see Geisler, ―RL‖ in BECA). 

Objection One 

It is objected that mosquitoes produce malaria without being like malaria. However, 

mosquitoes are not the efficient cause of malaria, but only the instrumental cause (for an 

explanation of the different types of causes, see Volume 1, chapter 10). Malaria parasites are the 

efficient cause of other malaria parasites, and malaria parasites are like the malaria parasites they 

cause. 

For example, a student‘s exam is not like his pen that wrote it; the pen is only an 

instrumental cause. But it is like the student‘s mind, which is the efficient cause of his exam. 

Objection Two 

It is objected that hammers break mirrors without being like broken glass. This is true, but 

again, hammers are instrumental causes, not efficient causes. The motion (the efficient cause) of 

the arm using the hammer causes motion in the glass (and motion is like motion). 

Objection Three 

Back to the analogy: Hot water makes an egg hard, but hardness is not like hot water, which 

is soft. 

This is so, but it must be remembered that hardness in the egg is due to its material cause, 

not its efficient cause. Hotness in the egg is similar to hotness in the water (its efficient cause). 
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In conclusion, effects are necessarily like their efficient cause, but not necessarily like their 

instrumental or material cause. They are also like their exemplar cause (see Volume 1, chapter 

10). 

WHY ARE MANY ATTRIBUTES OF GOD NEGATIVE? 

A careful examination of the nonmoral (metaphysical) attributes of God reveals that they are 

negative. For example, in-finite means ―not finite,‖ immutable means ―not mutable‖ (i.e., ―not 

changeable‖), in-divisible means ―not divisible,‖ etc. This is true of all the metaphysical 

attributes of God whether the etymology of the term indicates it or not. For instance, necessary 

really means ―not contingent,‖ and aseity means ―not caused by another.‖ 

What is important to remember, however, is that while the term used is negative, its effect is 

not negative in its reference to God. The nature of negative attribution is simply to assure that all 

finitude is negated of an attribute before it is predicated of God. This is called the via negativa 

(the way of negation). We must remove all limitation (potency) from a term before its positive 

characteristic (its actuality) can be applied to an unlimited Being (see Geisler and Corduan, PR, 

chapter 11). 

The reason for the way of negation is that all characteristics we know are found in a finite, 

limited mode. But God‘s Being is unlimited (infinite). Therefore, the limited mode of the 

characteristic must be negated from it before it can be properly applied to God. 

However, these so-called negative attributes imply positive characteristics. Again, the 

negation only removes the limitation from the perfections (e.g., being, goodness, truth, 

righteousness) that are being applied to God. It does not eliminate the perfection but rather 

purifies it. 

WHICH ATTRIBUTES OF GOD ARE POSITIVE? 

All negations imply an affirmation; we cannot know God is ―not that‖ unless we know what 

―that‖ is. The nature of positive attributes is based on the causal relation between the Cause 

(God) and His effect (creatures). As mentioned previously, the Cause cannot give what it does 

not have. It cannot share what it does not have to share. 

But the Cause is unlimited, and the effect by nature is limited. This being the case, only those 

terms whose definitions do not necessarily imply any limitation (potency) can be applied to God 

in a metaphysical (i.e., literal) way. For example, God is Being, Goodness, Truth, Holiness, 

Perfection, etc. But He is infinite Being, infinite Goodness, infinite Truth, etc. Thus, whenever 

these positive terms are applied to God, they must be applied in a similar (analogous) way and 

not in an identical (univocal) way. As previously established, the limiting factors in the terms 

must be negated before they can be properly applied to God. 

We must distinguish between the nature (characteristic) itself and the mode in which it 

exists. Goodness is that which is desirable for its own sake. The nature of goodness is not 

necessarily limited, but the mode of goodness that exists in creatures is necessarily limited. 

Likewise, being is that which is. The nature of being is not necessarily limited, but the mode of 

being that exists in creatures is necessarily limited (by its potency). The via negativa merely 

removes the mode of limitation before the unlimited perfection is attributed to God. 
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WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN METAPHYSICAL AND 

METAPHORICAL ATTRIBUTES OF GOD? 

Not all language about God in the Bible is metaphysical (or literal). Scripture does employ 

many metaphorical and anthropological descriptions of (attributions to) God. God is said to have 

―arms‖ (Deut. 33:27), ―eyes‖ (Heb. 4:13), and even ―wings‖ (Ex. 19:4). He is called a ―rock‖ (1 

Sam. 2:2), a ―tower‖ (Prov. 18:10), and a ―shield‖ (Gen. 15:1). 

The difference between metaphorical and metaphysical attributions of God is found in the 

nature of God and what is being said of Him. Metaphysical attribution is based on the way God 

actually is—it results from His efficient causality. It is like its Cause; it is based in an intrinsic 

causal relation between an efficient cause and its effect. (See above, under ―What Kind of 

Analogy Exists Between God and Creatures?‖) 

However, a metaphorical attribution of God is not the way God actually is. It is based on an 

extrinsic causal relation; it is not like its Cause. Why, then, are metaphors used? 

The Reasons for Metaphors 

There are several reasons for using metaphorical expressions of God. 

First, metaphors often inform us what God can do, not what He is. They often describe His 

abilities, not His attributes. Thus, He is like a strong tower or shield that can protect us, or He has 

wings that can hold us up, etc. 

Second, metaphors communicate what God is like in an indirect and non-literal way. The 

nonliteral actually depends upon the literal. We know God is not literally a stone, since we know 

He is literally an infinite Spirit, and a stone can be neither infinite nor a spirit. But once we know 

that God is not literally a stone, a metaphor does tell us what he literally is, namely, stable and 

immovable. 

Third, metaphors (similes and other figures of speech) are often evocative, even though they 

are not literally descriptive; that is, they do not literally and directly describe God. Even so, they 

do evoke a response to Him (while metaphysical descriptions often do not). Hence, metaphors 

are frequently used in the Bible because God wants a response from us. For example, compare 

the evocative power of a metaphorical vs. a metaphysical statement about God: 

• Metaphysical: God is the uncaused Cause of our being. 

• Metaphorical: ―Underneath are the everlasting arms‖ (Deut. 33:27). 

• Metaphysical: God is omnipotent. 

• Metaphorical: ―Who is like me and who can challenge me? And what shepherd can stand 

against me?‖ (Jer. 49:19). 

• Metaphysical: God is omniscient. 

• Metaphorical: ―Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we 

must give account‖ (Heb. 4:13). 

The Various Kinds of Metaphorical Descriptions of God 

In addition to figures of speech, the Bible employs three basic kinds of metaphorical 

statements about God. First of all, there are anthropomorphisms, which depict God in human 

form, such as having eyes (e.g., Heb. 4:13), ears (2 Chron. 6:40), and arms (Deut. 5:15). Next, 
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there are anthropopathisms, which picture God having changing human feelings like anger and 

grief (Eph. 4:30). Finally, there are anthropoieses, which attribute to God human actions, such as 

repenting (Gen. 6:6) and forgetting (Isa. 43:25; Job 11:6). None of these are intended as literally 

true, and to take them as such can lead to serious error. 

The Danger of Metaphorical Descriptions of God 

While metaphors are powerful, they can also be harmful. If they are taken literally, they can 

lead to grievous error and even heresy. The following is a sample of what can happen if 

metaphors are not properly understood and are taken literally: 

• ―The Lord repented‖ (Ex. 32:14 RSV) can lead to a denial of His immutability. 

• ―The eyes of him‖ (Heb. 4:13) can lead to a denial of God‘s immateriality. 

• ―He is the Rock‖ (Deut. 32:4) can lead to a denial of His infinity. 

• ―Whom he foreknew‖ (Rom. 11:2) can lead to a denial of His eternality. 

• ―The LORD became angry‖ (1 Kings 11:9) can lead to a denial of His impassibility. 

• ―The LORD came down to see‖ (Gen. 11:5) can lead to a denial of His omniscience. 

CONCLUSION 

As we established earlier, nothing is more important than what we think of God. The 

characteristics found in creatures that we attribute to Him must first be purified of any 

imperfection or limitation and then applied to Him in an unlimited way. Any term that loses its 

meaning when stripped of its finitude cannot be applied to God literally, but only metaphorically. 

To take metaphorical descriptions of God literally leads to heretical views of God. 

Nothing less than the true God can bring ultimate satisfaction or complete godliness in one‘s 

life. Hence, the study of the true God and His attributes is the most important endeavor a finite 

mind can entertain. Such is the project of this volume. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

GOD‘S PURE ACTUALITY AND SIMPLICITY 

INTRODUCTION 

God‘s nonmoral attributes are also called metaphysical attributes; they are the framework into 

which the moral attributes fit. For example, God is not only love (a moral attribute); He is 

infinite (a metaphysical attribute). Hence, He is infinite love. Likewise, God is not only perfect; 

He is immutably perfect (see chapter 4), and so on. 

Two of the key attributes of God are pure actuality and simplicity. Pure actuality is the 

attribute from which the other metaphysical attributes can be drawn logically, although they all 

have a biblical basis on their own. In the same way, simplicity, which can be drawn from pure 

actuality, is the basis for understanding many of the other nonmoral attributes of God. 

GOD IS PURE ACTUALITY 

By ―actuality‖ is meant that which is in act or that which is (existence). This is in contrast to 

potentiality (see chapter 1)—that which can be (namely, a potential for existence). Pure 

actuality, then, is that which is (existence) with no possibility to not exist or to be anything other 

than it is—existence, pure and simple. Pure actuality has no potential for nonexistence, and it has 

no potential for change. If it could change, then it would have to go out of existence. But nothing 

can undergo the change to go out of existence unless it has that potential. Pure actuality has no 

potential of any kind, to say nothing of the potential to cease to exist. It is pure act. 

There are biblical, theological, and historical bases for God‘s pure actuality. These will be set 

forth in order. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S PURE ACTUALITY 

There are many strains of biblical teaching that are woven together to support God‘s pure 

existence. Note the following. 

God Exists Independently of All Else 

―In the beginning God …‖ (Gen. 1:1). ―He is before all things‖ (Col. 1:17). ―Before the 

mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to 

everlasting you are God‖ (Ps. 90:2). ―I am the Alpha and the Omega‖ (Rev. 1:8). ―I am the First 

and the Last‖ (Rev. 1:17). ―And now, Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had 

with you before the world began‖ (John 17:5; cf. 17:24; Rev. 13:8; 17:8). God existed prior to 

and independently of anything else. All other things that exist depend on Him, while He depends 

on nothing else for His existence. 
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God Gives Existence to Everything Else 

Not only did God exist prior to all else that exists, but He is also the cause of everything else 

in existence. ―In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth‖ (Gen. 1:1). ―So God 

created … every living and moving thing‖ (Gen. 1:21). ―Through him all things were made; 

without him nothing was made that has been made‖ (John 1:3). ―For by him all things were 

created … all things were created by him and for him‖ (Col. 1:16). ―You created all things, and 

by your will they were created and have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). ―He is not served by human 

hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything 

else‖ (Acts 17:25). ―For from him and through him and to him are all things‖ (Rom. 11:36). 

―There is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live; and there 

is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through whom we live‖ (1 Cor. 

8:6). ―He is before all things, and in him all things hold together‖ (Col. 1:17). ―He has spoken to 

us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe‖ 

(Heb. 1:2). ―It was fitting that God, for whom and through whom everything exists‖ (Heb. 2:10). 

The God of the Bible not only existed before all things, but all things also exist because of 

Him. He is Pure Existence, who gave existence to everything else that exists. Without Him 

nothing else would be. 

God is Pure Existence (Pure ―I AM‖-ness) 

Some biblical texts describe God as Pure Existence. When Moses asked God His name in 

Exodus 3:14, ―God said to Moses, ‗I AM who I am.‘ ―God is pure ―I AM‖-ness; He is the self-

existent One who depends on no one else for His being. This traditional understanding of Exodus 

3:14 is confirmed by Jesus‘ usage of it in John 8:58, when He declared, ―Before Abraham was 

born, I am!‖ The Jews listening not only understood His claim but also responded accordingly: 

―At this, they picked up stones to stone him‖ (John 8:59), because only God could make such a 

claim. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S PURE ACTUALITY 

Not only does the Bible describe God as Pure Existence with no potential for nonexistence, 

but there are also many solid theological arguments to support the same conclusion. God‘s pure 

actuality can be inferred from His uncausality and necessity (see chapter 3). Each of these—

uncausality and necessity—is an attribute of God that follows from two different forms of the 

cosmological argument (vertical and horizontal; see Volume 1, chapter 2). 

Pure Actuality Follows From God‘s Uncausality 

God‘s pure actuality follows from the cosmological argument for His existence, for as was 

shown earlier (in Volume 1, chapter 2), God is the uncaused Cause of all else that exists. What 

has no cause of its existence is not actualized (caused) by another. And what is not actualized has 

no potentiality, for potentiality for actualization is a condition for being actualized. Therefore, 

God as the uncaused Cause of all else that exists had no potentiality for existence or 

nonexistence. He simply exists, pure and simple. 

The argument for God as the Pure Actualizer of all else that has actuality begins in the real 

change we experience. All real change involves a passing from a state of potentiality for that 
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change to the actual change itself. However, nothing passes from potentiality to actuality except 

some actual cause actualizing this potentiality. No potentiality for existence can actualize its own 

existence. Therefore, ultimately, there must be a First, Unactualized Actualizer of every other 

being that has been actualized. This First, Unactualized Actualizer must be Pure Actuality, for if 

it has any potentiality, then it would have needed an actualizer. However, again, nothing can 

actualize its own existence, since a self-caused being is impossible. (A cause is ontologically 

prior to its effect, and nothing can be prior to itself.) Neither can there be an infinite regress of 

beings that were actualized, for in that case there would be nothing to put actuality into the 

series. Consequently, there must be a First, Unactualized Actualizer that has no potentiality in its 

being, which is Pure Actuality (Thomas Aquinas, ST, la.2.3). 

In brief, God is the uncaused Cause of all that exists. The uncaused Cause has no potential to 

not exist, and what exists without any potential not to exist is Pure Existence. He is a necessary 

Being (see chapter 3), and as such He has no potentiality not to exist. In summary, God is Pure 

Actuality with no potency for nonexistence, while creatures are both act and potency, having the 

potential for nonexistence (i.e., they did not exist before they were created). 

Pure Actuality Follows From God‘s Necessity 

Another form of the cosmological argument reasons from contingency being (s) to a 

necessary Being. A necessary Being by definition is one who cannot not exist (if it exists at all). 

But what cannot not exist has no potential for nonexistence. And what exists with no potential 

not to exist is Pure Existence. 

So if even one contingent being exists, then a necessary Being must exist, for no contingent 

being (viz., that one that can not exist) can cause its own existence, for the mere potential to be 

does not account for why such a being does exist. Hence, ultimately there must be a Being who 

cannot not exist to ground all beings that can not exist but do exist (i.e., humans). 

To state the argument another way, if a contingent being exists, then a necessary Being must 

exist. Otherwise, nonexistence could be the cause of existence, for if another being who cannot 

exist is the cause of one who does exist, then it is possible for nothing to be the cause of 

something. But this is absurd, since nothing cannot cause anything—it is nothing. Only 

something that exists can cause existence. 

This being the case, if God is a necessary Being (one who has no potential not to be), then He 

must be Pure Actuality. As we have seen, a Being with no potentiality for nonexistence is Pure 

Existence. 

Pure Actuality and Other Metaphysical Attributes of God 

Important implications with regard to other attributes of God can be drawn from His pure 

actuality. Basically, all the other essential metaphysical attributes of God follow from His pure 

actuality, including His simplicity, aseity (see chapter 3), necessity, immutability (see chapter 4), 

eternality, and infinity. 

Simplicity Follows From Pure Actuality 

God‘s simplicity (indivisibility) follows logically from His pure actuality, for Pure Act 

cannot be divided—it has no potentiality. Whatever has no potentiality to be divided cannot be 
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divided; there is nothing by which it can be divided. Whatever cannot be divided is indivisible. 

Therefore, pure actuality is indivisible. 

Further, pure actuality has no potentiality; thus, it has no potentiality to change. What 

changes has parts, since part of it changes and part does not. And what has parts can change—it 

can come apart. Hence, God cannot have parts (which is simplicity), since He has no potentiality 

to change. 

What is more, Pure Act cannot be differentiated, for actuality as such must be identical to 

actuality as such. In order to differ, there must be a difference. But without a potentiality to 

differ, there is no way to differ: It must be identical to itself. What is identical to itself is simple; 

therefore, a Being of pure actuality is simple, and, consequently, indivisible. (For more on God‘s 

simplicity, see ―The Historical Basis for God‘s Pure Actuality‖ below.) 

Aseity Follows From Pure Actuality 

A Being who is existence, pure and simple, could not have come into existence. Neither 

could it cease to exist, since it is existence itself. God is existence; all else merely has existence. 

Such a Being has self-existence, that is, existence in and of itself. This self-existence is known as 

aseity. 

Immutability Follows From Pure Actuality 

As established previously, pure actuality has no potentiality whatsoever. Thus, it has no 

potentiality to change (change is a passing from potentiality to actuality); it is immutable. A 

Being of Pure Actuality is a simple Being with no parts. However, what has parts can change—it 

can come apart. Hence, God cannot have parts: He is absolutely one (simple). 

Necessity Follows From Pure Actuality 

Pure Actuality has no potential not to exist, and a Being with no potential not to exist must 

exist necessarily. And what must exist necessarily is a necessary Being. 

Eternality (Nontemporality) Follows From Pure Actuality 

Time involves change (from one moment to another). But Pure Actuality cannot change. 

Therefore, Pure Actuality is not in time; it is eternal. 

Infinity Follows From Pure Actuality 

Infinity means without limits. What is Pure Actuality has no limits; it has no potentiality for 

any kind of limitation. Potentiality is what limits being. Since a Being with no potentiality has no 

limits, Pure Actuality is infinite. 

In short, all the basic metaphysical attributes of God follow logically from His pure actuality, 

and His pure actuality follows from His being the Uncaused First Cause of all else that exists. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S PURE ACTUALITY 

The historical basis for God‘s pure actuality is early and continuous. It begins with the early 

fathers of the church and goes on virtually without interruption to modern times. Since many of 
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the same quotations are found under God‘s aseity and necessity (see chapter 3), they will not be 

stated here. 

It is sufficient to note that God was considered Pure Existence, without any possibility or 

potentiality for nonexistence, from the very beginning of the Christian faith. Typical of these 

references are those of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. 

Theologians on God‘s Pure Actuality 

Augustine (354–430) 

It is that absolute ―IS,‖ that true ―IS,‖ that ―IS‖ in the true sense of the word, that I long for; that 

―IS;‖ which ―is‖ in that ―Jerusalem‖ which is ―the Bride‖ of my Lord; where there will not be death, 

there will not be failing. (EBP, 39.8) 

―For God is Absolute Being and, therefore, all other being that is relative was made by Him‖ 

(C, 11.5). ―Because I said, ‗I Am Who I Am,‘ [in Ex. 3:14] … thou didst understand what Being 

is, and thou hast despaired to grasp it‖ (SNTL, 7.7). 

Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) 

―It was shown above that there is some first being, whom we call God; and that this first 

being must be pure act, without any admixture of any potentiality‖ (ST la.9.1). 

The first being must of necessity be in act, and in no way in potentiality … absolutely speaking, 

actuality is prior to potentiality; for whatever is in potentiality can be reduced to actuality only by 

some being in actuality. Now it has been proven already that God is the First Being. It is therefore 

impossible that in God there should be any potentiality. (ST la.3.1) 

Further, ―Not only is God his own essence … but he is also his own existence (esse)‖ (ST 

la.3.4). Also, 

From the fact that God is eternal it necessarily follows that he is not in potentiality; for anything 

whose substance has any potentiality is able by reason of this potentiality not to exist, since a 

possibility for being is also a possibility for not being. (SCT, 1.16) 

God, then, is Pure Actuality. He is Being. Everything else merely has being. 

Most early and even later Fathers identified this with God‘s self-revelation to Moses (Ex. 

3:14) as the great I AM or self-existent One (cf. John 8:58). Étienne Gilson insightfully noted the 

Greeks, unlike Christians, never got their gods and their metaphysical principles together (GP, 

chapter 1). Failure to do this would mean that God is not ultimate but is subject to some reality 

more ultimate than He is. 

ANSWERING OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S PURE ACTUALITY 

Opponents of God‘s being Pure Actuality, including various forms of process thought, both 

panentheistic and neotheistic (see Volume 1, chapters 2, 4, 5, and 8), raise several objections to 

this attribute. 
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Objection One From the Potential to Create 

If God has no potentiality, then how did He have the potential to create? He did create, and 

whatever He did do, He must have had the potential to do. 

Response to Objection One 

God has no passive potency: He has no possibility to be what He is not. But He does have 

active potency (power to do what He has not done). Hence, the potential to create existed in 

God‘s active power to create, just as the potential to move a book preexists in our muscles before 

we move it. 

Objection Two From the Potential to Exist 

If creatures had the potential to exist before they existed, then this potential must have been 

in God. It could not have existed outside of God, for this would be dualism, not theism. If it was 

in God, then there were potentials in God, and He is, then, not Pure Actuality. 

Response to Objection Two 

Our potentiality to exist was co-created with our actuality. We came into existence with our 

potential to exist. The potential to exist did not exist before we existed, except insofar as it 

preexisted in the active power of God. But God‘s active power is not a passive potentiality. 

There is no passive potency in God. 

Objection Three From the Ability to Act 

If God has no potentiality, then how can He act in the world, which does have potentiality 

(e.g., a world of change). Whatever acts in a changing world is changing. God acts in a changing 

world. Hence, God changes. 

Response to Objection Three 

This confuses what God is and what He does. God is unchanging in His attributes but 

engages in changing actions. 

God acts from beyond time, but His acts are in time. He causes from eternity, but the effects 

He causes are in temporality. He is the Unchanging Cause of changing things. The Cause is 

uncreated; only the effect is created. Just as a mind can act in matter without being matter, even 

so God can act in time without being temporal. 

Objection Four From the Alleged Misinterpretation of Exodus 3:14 

Many neotheists (see Volume 1, chapters 2, 4, 5, and 8) draw attention to the idea that 

―biblical statements such as ‗I Am Who I Am‘ (Ex. 3:14) are misinterpreted by classical theists 

to express the true divine nature as pure actuality from which simplicity is derived, while 

statements that describe God as the ‗one who is, was, and will be‘ (Rev. 1:4) are ignored or 

written off as figures of speech‖ (Pinnock, OG, 99). 
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Response to Objection Four 

First, these expressions are stated from a human point of view—in time. There is no more 

need to take them literally of God than there is to take literally the ones that say God has hands, 

arms, or wings. 

Second, these two texts do not contradict each other. To claim that God always ―is‖ (present 

tense) does not imply that He did not exist in our past or will not in our future. On the contrary, it 

declares that He always is—which is compatible with His I AM-ness. 

Third, assuming there is no contradiction in Scripture (see Volume 1, part 2), the question is, 

which passage must be taken literally (metaphysically) and which must not? Two hermeneutical 

clues indicate that God really is the ―I AM,‖ namely, the eternal, self-existent One. For one 

thing, in the Exodus passage it was specifically asked, ―What is his name [character, essence]?‖ 

(Ex. 3:13), whereas Revelation 1:4 is simply John‘s description of the God who, from a temporal 

vantage point, always was, is, and will be. Further, when God speaks in the Revelation passage, 

He describes Himself as the ―I am‖ (present tense) who nevertheless is the ―beginning‖ and who 

is in ―the end.‖ Indeed, He is in the past, He is in the present, and He is in the future. As a matter 

of fact, He always is: It goes on to say He is the one ―who is, and who was, and who is to come‖ 

(Rev. 1:8). 

Fourth, when two passages conflict, the one to be taken literally is the one that can best 

explain the other not being taken literally. For example, John 4:24 says, ―God is spirit.‖ Yet God 

is described as having eyes, arms, and legs and as being a tower, a rock, and even a bird with 

wings. It makes no sense to say He is literally all these other things and figuratively a spirit. It is 

not an unusual practice to understand certain things in the Bible figuratively. 

Fifth, appeals to current trends in linguistics to interpret Exodus 3:14 as ―I will be who I will 

be‖ are insufficient for many reasons. 

To begin with, the context opposes it, since God is asked to give His ―name‖ (character or 

essence). 

Further, the history of both Jewish and Christian interpretation of this text is overwhelmingly 

in favor of the classical interpretation. 

What is more, the Greek translation of the Old Testament (Septuagint—LXX), as even 

neotheistic proponents admit, favors the traditional aseity view. It translates the Hebrew ―I AM 

WHO I AM‖ (ekyeh ser ehyeh) as ho ōn, ―He who is.‖ 

The rendering ―I will be who I will be,‖ while grammatically possible, is contextually 

implausible and historically late, emerging in the wake of process theology. Ironically, for those 

who claim classical theism was influenced by the (Greek) philosophy of their day, it turns out 

that their view is molded by the (process) philosophy of our day. 

Also, the very name Yahweh (YHWH), usually translated Lord in the Old Testament, is 

probably a contraction of ―I AM who I AM.‖ Old Testament commentator R. Alan Cole says, 

―This pithy clause [―I Am Who I Am‖] is clearly a reference to the name YHWH. Probably 

‗Yahweh‘ is regarded as a shortening of the whole phrase, and a running together of the clause 

into one word‖ (E, 69). Even The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (TDNT) 

acknowledges, ―The name is generally thought to be a verbal form derived from the root hwy 

[hayah], ‗be at hand, exist, come to pass‘ ‖ (on ―YHWH,‖ 500, emphasis added). Arthur Preuss 

summed it up well: 

The more general and more ancient opinion among theologians favors the view that aseity 

constitutes the metaphysical essence of God. Hence, we shall act prudently in adopting this theory, 
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especially since it is well founded in Holy Scripture and Tradition, and can be defended with solid 

philosophical arguments.… Sacred Scripture defines YHWH as ho ōn, and it would seem, therefore, 

that this definition is entitled to universal acceptance. (GHKEA, 172) 

Once again, this process way of understanding (neotheistic) is contrary to Jesus‘ use of it in 

John 8:58: ―Before Abraham was born, I am!‖ Notice that He did not affirm, ―Before Abraham 

was, I will be who I will be,‖ as He should have if the neotheistic understanding of this text is 

correct. For a follower of Christ, Jesus‘ understanding of the text should be definitive. 

Sixth, and finally, even if it could be proven that Exodus 3:14 does not support the claim for 

God‘s self-existence and simplicity, there are plenty of other texts and arguments that do (as was 

shown above). 

GOD‘S SIMPLICITY—GOD IS ABSOLUTELY SIMPLE 

―Simple‖ means without parts, for what has parts can come apart. Simple also means 

indivisible; that is, God is not capable of being divided. There are no ―seams‖ in God, so there is 

no place in which the fabric of His Being can be torn or come undone. Further, God‘s simplicity 

means that He is absolutely one: Not only does He have unity, but He is absolute unity. It is not 

oneness within many-ness; it is oneness without many-ness in His Being (essence), even though 

there is a plurality of persons (see chapter 12). 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S SIMPLICITY 

Again, there are biblical, theological, and historical bases for God‘s simplicity. The biblical 

basis is found in several groups of verses. 

Verses That Speak of God‘s Absolute Unity 

The Bible affirms that God is one, not multiple, in His Being. This absolute unity of essence, 

along with His immateriality, supports the concept of God‘s simplicity. 

―You shall have no other gods before me‖ (Ex. 20:3). ―Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, 

the LORD is one‖ (Deut. 6:4). ―O LORD Almighty, God of Israel, enthroned between the 

cherubim, you alone are God over all the kingdoms of the earth. You have made heaven and 

earth … so that all kingdoms on earth may know that you alone, O LORD, are God‖ (Isa. 37:16–

20). ―I am the LORD, and there is no other‖ (Isa. 45:18). ―Did not one God create us? Why do we 

profane the covenant of our fathers by breaking faith with one another?‖ (Mal. 2:10). ―The most 

important [commandment] … is this: ‗Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one‘ ‖ (Mark 

12:29). ―There is only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised 

through that same faith‖ (Rom. 3:30). ―We know that an idol is nothing at all in the world and 

that there is no God but one. For even if there are so-called gods … yet for us there is but one 

God, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live‖ (1 Cor. 8:4–6). There is 

―one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all‖ (Eph. 4:6). ―There is one 

God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus‖ (1 Tim. 2:5). ―You believe 

that there is one God. Good!‖ (James 2:19). (Author emphasis added, this paragraph.) 

In summation, it is evident from these many verses that there is, absolutely, only one God. 

But if God is absolutely one, then He cannot be divided into many gods. Combined with God‘s 

immateriality (see chapter 6), this lends further support to His simplicity. Even though the 
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Hebrew word for ―one‖ (echad) leaves room for a plurality of persons within a unity of 

substance,
1
 in the monotheistic and anti-polytheistic context in which it was used, there is no 

implication of a plurality of beings or parts within a being. This would be tantamount to the 

polytheism that Jewish monotheism vehemently opposed from the very beginning (cf. Ex. 20:3; 

Deut. 6:4). 

Verses That Speak of God‘s Immateriality 

Material beings are made of parts. Since God is immaterial, God cannot have any material 

parts. 

―Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost [spirit] does not 

have flesh and bones, as you see I have‖ (Luke 24:39). ―No one has ever seen God‖ (John 1:18). 

―God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth‖ (John 4:24). ―For since the 

creation of the world God‘s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been 

clearly seen, being understood from what has been made‖ (Rom. 1:20). ―[Christ] is the image of 

the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation‖ (Col. 1:15). ―Now to the King eternal, 

immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever‖ (1 Tim. 1:17). ―How 

much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live!‖ (Heb. 12:9). (Author 

emphasis added, this paragraph.) 

According to these verses, God is invisible, immaterial, and an immortal spirit. As such, He 

does not have temporal or material parts by which He could be divided or destroyed. Thus, as 

opposed to material things, He is simple, and as opposed to temporal things, He is imperishable 

(cf. Heb. 1:11–12). Taken together, these passages strongly argue for God‘s simplicity 

(indivisibility). 

Verses That Speak of God‘s Aseity (Self-Existence) 

Contemporary neotheistic protests to the contrary (see Volume 1, chapter 3), the self-identity 

of God as the great ―I AM‖ in Exodus 3:14 is a declaration of His self-existence, His Pure 

Actuality. When Moses asked for His name, God said, ―I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to 

say to the Israelites: ‗I AM has sent me to you.‘ ‖ Again, the name Yahweh (YHWH), usually 

translated LORD in the Old Testament, is probably a contraction of ―I AM WHO I AM‖ (see 

―Response to Objection Four‖ above). 

To whom, then, will you compare God? What image will you compare him to? … He sits 

enthroned above the circle of the earth.… ―… Or who is my equal?‖ says the Holy One. Lift your 

eyes and look to the heavens: Who created all these? He who brings out the starry host one by one, 

and calls them each by name. Because of his great power and mighty strength, not one of them is 

missing.… Do you not know? Have you not heard? The LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of 

the ends of the earth. (Isa. 40:18–28, emphasis added) 

This lofty picture of God includes that He is the eternal, self-sufficient Creator of all things. 

He is the Uncreated Creator, the self-existent and incomparable One who has no equals. 

                                                           
1
 While the doctrine of the Trinity is not explicitly taught in the Old Testament, as it is in the New (Matt. 3:15–17; 28:18–20; 2 

Cor. 13:14), nonetheless, it is implicitly contained in the fact that two or more persons are identified as God and sometimes 
even speak to each other (e.g., Ps. 45:6; 110:1; Zech. 1:12; cf. Isa. 63:7–10). 
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―He is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all 

men life and breath and everything else‖ (Acts 17:25). This is a God who gives life and existence 

to all but has it—is it—in and of Himself: ―For in him we live and move and have our being‖ 

(17:28, emphasis added), but He is being. We are His ―offspring‖ (17:29), but He is the offspring 

of none. He simply is, and always was, the self-existent One. 

For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether 

thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all 

things, and in him all things hold together. (Col. 1:16–17, emphasis added) 

―You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created 

all things, and by your will they were created and have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). ‗I am the Alpha 

and the Omega,‘ says the Lord God, ‗who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty‘ ‖ 

(Rev. 1:8). 

God always was, always is, and always will be. He neither came into existence nor will He 

go out of existence. He simply is existence. 

Verses That Speak of God As Intrinsically Immortal 

―Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and 

ever. Amen‖ (1 Tim. 1:17). ―Who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, 

whom no one has seen or can see. To him be honor and might forever. Amen‖ (1 Tim. 6:16). 

For since the creation of the world God‘s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine 

nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without 

excuse.… Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the 

immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. (Rom. 

1:20, 22–23) 

According to these verses, God is not only absolutely one but also is intrinsically and 

essentially immortal; He is spiritual and incorruptible. In contrast to God‘s intrinsic immortality, 

ours is an extrinsic gift from Him (Rom. 2:7; 2 Tim. 1:10; 1 Cor. 15:52–54). God alone is 

immortal as such, and whatever is immortal is indivisible. Therefore, God is indivisible. 

Summary of the Truths of All These Verses 

The doctrine of God‘s simplicity is based on all the verses supporting His unity, 

immateriality, pure actuality, and immortality. Everything else that exists is from Him (John 1:3; 

Col. 1:16), and what exists is material, multiple, and destructible. God cannot be any of these, 

since He is their Cause. If God had these characteristics, then He too would need a cause. As a 

result, God must be not only immaterial and immortal but also indivisible. Unlike His creatures, 

God does not have potentiality, and whatever has no potentiality cannot be separated into various 

parts—there is nothing by which Pure Actuality can be divided. Whatever cannot be divided is 

indivisible; hence, God is indivisible. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S SIMPLICITY 



 
336 

Based on other attributes grounded in Scripture, there are many theological reasons for 

accepting the classical doctrine of God‘s simplicity. Several will be listed here briefly. For a 

more detailed discussion, see the arguments of Thomas Aquinas below. 

Simplicity Follows From Pure Actuality 

As we have seen, the God of Scripture is self-existent, having no potentiality for 

nonexistence. What has no potentiality for nonexistence cannot be divided, since it has no 

potential, including no potential for division or destruction. And what has no possibility of 

division is indivisible (i.e., simple). Pure Actuality is unlimited and unique; it is one of a kind. 

To state it another way, there cannot be two beings who are entirely the same—what is 

entirely the same is absolutely one, and what is absolutely one is simple (indivisible). Therefore, 

God has absolute simplicity. As Pure Actuality, with no admixture of anything else, God must be 

simple. 

The only two ways a being can differ is either by being or nonbeing (see Volume 1, chapter 

2). However, to differ by nonbeing is to differ by nothing, and to differ by nothing is not to differ 

at all. Furthermore, this is the reason that there cannot be two beings who are absolutely the 

same: to be two, they must differ. It follows that a God of pure actuality, with no potentiality, 

must be absolutely one. 

Simplicity Follows From Immutability 

God‘s unchangeability (immutability) is solidly grounded in both Scripture and good reason 

(see chapter 4). God cannot change (Mal. 3:6; Heb. 1:12; James 1:17), and whatever cannot 

change cannot be divided, for division is a form of change. When something changes there must 

be a division between what remains the same and what does not. Otherwise, there would be no 

change; it would remain the same. 

In other words, what is unchangeable is indivisible. God is unchangeable; thus, God is 

indivisible. So God‘s simplicity flows from His immutability. 

Simplicity Follows From Infinity 

God is infinite in His Being (see chapter 5); on this, both classical theists and neotheists 

agree. An infinite Being cannot be divided—if it could, it would have to have parts. There cannot 

be an infinite number of parts, since no matter how many there are, one more can always be 

added, and there cannot be one more than infinity. Hence, an infinite Being cannot have parts; it 

is absolutely simple. 

Simplicity Follows From Uncausality 

Both classical theists and neotheists accept the fact that God is the Uncaused Cause of all that 

exists. As the First Cause, God has no cause of Himself.
2
 Every composite being has a cause, for 

things diverse in themselves cannot unite unless something causes them to unite. Since God is 

uncaused, He cannot have diverse elements in Himself. 

                                                           
2
 God cannot be self-caused, because a cause is prior to its effect in being, if not in time. Nothing can be prior to itself. 
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To rephrase this in more contemporary terms, many evangelical thinkers, including 

neotheists who reject God‘s simplicity, are proponents of some form of intelligent design theory 

(see Volume 3), regardless of how much natural evolution they may allow for as a result of this 

intelligent design (see Behe, DBB). However, intelligent design proponents point out that 

irreducible complexity, such as is found in even the smallest living things, is evidence of an 

Intelligent Designer. If this is so, then God could not have complexity, or else He must have been 

designed by something above and beyond Himself. As all theists agree that God is the First 

Cause and that there is no cause beyond Him, it would follow, therefore, that God cannot be 

complex. If He were complex, He would have been designed by an intelligent designer beyond 

Himself. There is no such being (see Volume 1, chapter 2), so God cannot be complex—He must 

be absolutely simple. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S SIMPLICITY 

The argument for God‘s simplicity has an early, firm, and continuous support in the history 

of the Christian church. This backing begins with the patristic Fathers and creeds. 

The earliest Fathers of the church spoke with a united voice in favor of the indivisibility 

(simplicity) of God. This is true of both Eastern and Western Fathers.
3
 

Early Church Fathers on God‘s Simplicity 

Irenaeus (c. 125–c. 202) 

By their manner of speaking, they ascribe those things which apply to men to the Father of all, 

whom they also declare to be unknown to all; and they deny that He himself made the world, to guard 

against attributing want of power (1) to Him; while, at the same time, they endow Him with human 

affections and passions. But if they had known the Scriptures, and been taught by the truth, they 

would have known, beyond doubt, that God is not as men are; and that His thoughts are not like the 

thoughts of men. (2) For the Father of all is at a vast distance from those affections and passions 

which operate among men. He is a simple, uncompounded Being, without diverse members, (3) and 

altogether like, and equal to himself, since He is wholly understanding, and wholly spirit, and wholly 

thought, and wholly intelligence, and wholly reason, and wholly hearing, and wholly seeing, and 

wholly light, and the whole source of all that is good—even as the religious and pious are wont to 

speak concerning God. (AH, 2:13:3 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, I) 

Clement of Alexandria (150–c. 215) 

Nor are any parts to be predicated of Him. For the One is indivisible; wherefore also it is infinite, 

not considered with reference to inscrutability, but with reference to its being without dimensions, 

and not having a limit. And therefore it is without form and name. And if we name it, we do not do so 

properly, terming it either the One, or the Good, or Mind, or Absolute Being, or Father, or God, or 

Creator or Lord. (S, 5.12 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, II) 

Origen (c. 185–c. 254) 

                                                           
3
 Emphasis in all of the following citations is added. 
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God, therefore, is not to be thought of as being either a body or as existing in a body, but as an 

uncompounded intellectual nature, admitting within Himself no addition of any kind; so that He 

cannot be believed to have within him a greater and a less, but is such that He is in all parts, and is the 

mind and source from which all intellectual nature or mind takes its beginning. But mind, for its 

movements or operations, needs no physical space, nor sensible magnitude, nor bodily shape, nor 

colour, nor any other of those adjuncts which are the properties of body or matter. Wherefore that 

simple and wholly intellectual nature (1) can admit of no delay or hesitation in its movements or 

operations, lest the simplicity of the divine nature should appear to be circumscribed or in some 

degree hampered by such adjuncts, and lest that which is the beginning of all things should be found 

composite and differing.… But God, who is the beginning of all things, is not to be regarded as a 

composite being, lest perchance there should be found to exist elements prior to the beginning itself, 

out of which everything is composed, whatever that be which is called composite. (DP, 1:1:6, in 

Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, IV) 

Apollinarius (c. 310–c. 390) 

―The divine spirit … is one, of single form, single character, single substance, indivisible‖ 

(Prestige, GPT, 10). 

Gregory of Nazianzen (c. 329–c. 389) 

―To be utterly sinless belongs to God, and to the first and uncompounded nature (for 

simplicity is peaceful, and not subject to dissension)‖ (ITO, XL in Schaff, NPNF, 2:VII). 

Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335–c. 395) 

Gregory believed and taught that both God the Father and God the Son are simple, which he 

understood to be ―free from all compositeness‖ (AE, in Schaff, NPNF, 2:V). 

But from the appellation of Ungenerate we have been taught that He Who is so named is without 

origin, and from the appellation of simple that He is free from all admixture (or composition), and 

these terms cannot be substituted for each other. There is therefore no necessity that, because the 

Godhead is by its nature simple, that nature should be termed ungeneracy; but in that He is indivisible 

and without composition, He is spoken of as simple, while in that He was not generated, He is spoken 

of as ungenerate. 

Furthermore we hold that we are bound to believe that the Son of God, being Himself God, is 

Himself also simple, because God is free from all compositeness; and in like manner in speaking of 

Him also by the appellation of Son we neither denote simplicity of substance, nor in simplicity do we 

include the notion of Son, but the term Son we hold to indicate that He is of the substance of the 

Father, and the term simple we hold to mean what the word bears upon its face. Since, then, the 

meaning of the term simple in regard to essence is one and the same whether spoken of the Father or 

of the Son, differing in no degree, while there is a wide difference between generate and ungenerate 

(the one containing a notion not contained in the other), for this reason we assert that there is no 

necessity that, the Father being ungenerate, His essence should, because that essence is simple, be 

defined by the term ungenerate. (AE, in Schaff, NPNF, 2:V) 

Ambrose (339–397) 

The Arians blaspheme Christ, if by the words ―created‖ and ―begotten‖ they mean and understand 

one and the same thing. If, however, they regard the words as distinct in meaning, they must not 

speak of Him, of Whom they have read that He was begotten, as if He were a created being. This rule 
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is upheld by the witness of St. Paul, who, professing himself a servant of Christ, forbade worship of a 

created being. God being a substance pure and uncompounded, there is no created nature in Him; 

furthermore, the Son is not to be degraded to the level of things created, seeing that in Him the Father 

is well pleased. (DF, 1.16 in ibid., 2:X) 
The passions and human arts which are ascribed to the unchanging and incorporeal God … 

without horrible profanity these things cannot be understood literally of Him who is declared by the 

authority of Holy Scripture to be invisible, ineffable, incomprehensible, inestimable, simple, and 

uncompounded, so neither can the passion of anger and wrath be attributed to that unchangeable 

nature without fearful blasphemy. (Cassian, TBJC, 8.4 in ibid., XI) 

The Patristic Creeds on God‘s Simplicity 

Not only the early Fathers but also the early creeds of Christendom affirm God‘s absolute 

simplicity. This begins even before the Council of Nicea (A.D. 325): an ante-Nicene creed (A.D. 

270) of Gregory Thaumaturus declares, ―There is one God … a perfect Trinity not divided.‖ 

Later the Athanasian Creed (A.D. 373) speaks of ―neither confounding the Persons nor dividing 

the substance‖ [of the Trinity]. 

Gregory of Nyssa believed and taught that both God the Father and God the Son are simple, 

which he understood to be ―free from all compositeness‖ (AE in Schaff, NPNF, 2). Some of the 

early creeds also spoke of God‘s substance as not divided. 

Medieval Fathers on God‘s Simplicity 

The great theologians of the Middle Ages set forth the case for God‘s simplicity in no 

uncertain terms. This is particularly true of Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas. 

Augustine (354–430) 

Augustine affirmed that nothing ―can have existence apart from Him whose existence is 

simple and indivisible. He declared, ―I say ‗other than,‘ not ‗different from,‘ because, equally 

with them, He is the simple, unchangeable, co-eternal God. This Trinity is one God. And, 

although it is a Trinity, it is nonetheless simple.‖ Thus, ―Our reason for calling it simple is 

because it is what it has with the exception of the real relations in which the Persons stand to 

each other‖ (CG, 11:10). He added, ―This Trinity is indivisible and each of the Persons is 

substantial, although there are not three Gods but only one‖ (ibid., 11:29). 

Anselm (1033–1109) 

Anselm also affirmed that God is absolutely indivisible: Immutability and simplicity are 

directly connected, for the ―supreme Nature is in no wise composite, but is supremely simple, 

supremely immutable‖ (SABW, 77). ―But, if it [the supreme Being] exists by parts in individual 

places or times, it is not exempt from composition and division of parts; which has been found to 

be in a high degree alien to the supreme Nature‖ (ibid., 74). ―[The] supreme Nature is in no wise 

composite, but is supremely simple, supremely immutable‖ (ibid., 77), for its ―eternity, which is 

nothing else than itself, is immutable and without parts‖ (ibid., 83). In brief, ―It is evident that 

this supreme Substance is without beginning and without end.… [It] is immutable and without 

parts‖ (ibid.). 
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Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) 

Aquinas listed no less than five arguments for God‘s simplicity in his magnum opus, Summa 

Theologica
4
 He stated categorically: 

I answer that the absolute simplicity of God may be shown in many ways. First … [since there 

are no ways God could differ] it is clear that God is in no way composite, but is altogether simple. 

Second … every composite is posterior to its component parts, and is dependent on them; but God is 

the first being, as has been shown above. Third … every composite has a cause, for things in 

themselves diverse cannot unite unless something causes them to unite. But God is uncaused … since 

He is the first efficient cause. Fourth … in every composite there must be potentiality and actuality 

(this does not apply to God).… Fifth … nothing composite can be predicated of any one of its 

parts.… And so, since God is absolute form, or rather absolute being, He can be in no way composite. 

(ST, 1:3:7) 

The Reformation View of God‘s Simplicity 

The great Reformers did not deviate from their patristic and medieval predecessors on the 

absolute indivisibility (simplicity) of God. Rather, they continued the virtually unbroken 

tradition. 

Martin Luther (1483–1546) 

Luther affirmed God‘s simplicity by insisting that ―the sacred article of the holy Trinity 

teaches us to believe and say that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are three distinct 

persons, yet each person is the one God‖ (ibid., 37:297). 

John Calvin (1509–1564) 

Calvin declared, ―When we profess to believe in one God, under the name of God is 

understood a single, simple essence, in which we comprehend three persons, or hypostases‖ 

(ICR, 1:20). 

Jacob Arminius (1560–1609) 

Arminius insisted, 

Simplicity is a pre-eminent mode of the essence of God, by which he is void of all composition, 

and of component parts whether they belong to the senses or to the understanding. He is without 

composition, because without external cause; and He is without component parts, because without 

internal cause. (WJA, 2:115) 

Further, the ―essence of God is devoid of all cause, from this circumstance arise, in the first 

place, simplicity and infinity of Being in the essence of God‖ (ibid.). ―Also, that God is destitute 

of all movement in His essence, because He is immortal; in His power because He is pure and 

simple action; and in intellect‖ (ibid., Volume 3, ―Answer of Junius to the Sixth Proposition‖). 

―For since the essence of God is entirely simple, justice, nature, essence, and His other attributes 

are, in fact, one, though a distinction is made in them in our usage‖ (ibid., ―Answer of Junius to 

the Twentieth Proposition‖). 

                                                           
4
 Elsewhere, in On the Power of God, Aquinas has a much more extensive treatment of simplicity, but there he simply 

summarizes his arguments. 
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Summarizing many of the metaphysical attributes of God, Arminius wrote, 

Hence, it follows that this essence is simple and infinite; from this, that it is eternal and 

immeasurable; and, lastly, that it is unchangeable, impassable and incorruptible, in the manner in 

which it has been proved by us in our public theses on this subject, (ibid., Volume 2, Disputation 

15:7) 

The Post-Reformation View of God‘s Simplicity 

The followers of the Reformers also affirmed God‘s simplicity; this is true right up to 

modern times. Even the Reformation creeds made reference to it. 

The Augsburg Confession (1530) says, ―There is one divine essence, which is called God … 

indivisible.‖ 

The French Confession (1559) adds, ―We believe and confess that there is one God, who is 

one sole and simple essence.‖ 

The Westminister Confession of Faith (1648) declares, ―There is but one God who is infinite 

in being and perfection, a most pure spirit, invisible, without body, parts, or passions, immutable, 

immense, eternal‖ (in Schaff, CC). 

Stephen Charnock (1628–1680) 

Charnock, the great Puritan divine, held: 

God is the most simple being; for that which is first in nature, having nothing beyond it, cannot by 

any means be thought to be compounded; for whatsoever is so, depends upon the parts whereof it is 

compounded, and so is not the first being: now God being infinitely simple … He being His own 

essence and existence. (EAG, 1:333) 

He added, ―Since, therefore, God is without all composition … His understanding is not 

distinct from His essence‖ (ibid., 1:328). 

―God, being infinitely simple, hath nothing in himself which is not himself, and therefore 

cannot will any change in himself, he being his own essence and existence‖ (ibid., 1:333). 

Therefore [it is] impossible [for God] to be diminished in any particle of his essence; nor can he 

be diminished by anything in his own nature, because his infinite simplicity admits of nothing distinct 

from himself, or contrary to himself, (ibid., 1:321) 

Francis Turretin (1623–1687) 

Turretin systematized the Reformation view on simplicity in these words: 

The simplicity of God considered not morally, but physically, is his incommunicable attribute by 

which the divine nature is conceived by us not only as free from all composition and division, but also 

as incapable of composition and divisibility. 

He argued, 

(1) from his independence, because composition is of the formal reason of a being originated and 

dependent (since nothing can be composed by itself, but whatever is composed must necessarily be 

composed by another; now, God is the first and independent being, recognizing no other prior to 

himself); (2) from his unity, because he who is absolutely one is also absolutely simple and therefore 

can neither be divided nor composed; (3) from his perfection, because composition implies 
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imperfection inasmuch as it supposes passive power, dependency and mutability; (4) from his 

activity, because God is a most pure act having no passive admixture and therefore rejecting all 

composition (because in God there is nothing which needs to be made perfect or can receive 

perfection from any other, but he is whatever can be and cannot be other than what he is) … He is 

usually described not only by concrete but also abstract names—life, light, truth, etc. (IET, 1:191–92) 

William G. T. Shedd (1820–1894) 

The Simplicity of God denotes that his being is uncompounded, incomplex, and indivisible: ―a 

most pure spirit, without parts.‖ Simplicity does not belong to angels and men. They are complex, 

being composed of soul and body: two substances, not one. They are not unembodied and mere spirit. 

The angels, like the redeemed after the resurrection, have a spiritual body, which does not mean a 

body made of spirit, but one adapted to a spiritual world. A spiritual body belongs to the world of 

extended form, not of unextended mind. The simplicity of the Divine being is not contradictory to the 

trinity or his essence, because trinity does not denote three different essences, but one essence 

subsisting in three modes. The trinitarian distinctions no more conflict with the simplicity of the 

essence than do the attributes. The essence is not divided into either hypostases, or attributes. The 

whole essence is in each person, and in each attribute. The theory of external emanation is 

incompatible with the simplicity of the Divine essence. A substance which by efflux of particles can 

flow out into new forms, like rays from the sun, is compounded and complex. When it is said, in 

Romans 11:36, that ―all things are of him,‖ it is not meant that the universe is an effluent portion of 

the Divine essence, but that it originates from him as its creator. When it is said, in Acts 17:29, that 

man is the offspring (genos) of God, it is not meant that man participates in the Divine essence, but 

possesses a nature similar to that of God. (DT, 339) 

Herman Bavinck (1854–1921) 

―Every attribute is identical with God‘s being. He is what he has … When we speak about 

God, we must maintain that each of his attributes is identical with his being.… Whatever God is 

he is completely and simultaneously‖ (DG, 1, 121). 

SOME OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S SIMPLICITY 

Despite its strong biblical and theological basis, as well as its continuous confirmation by the 

Fathers of the church, many contemporary theologians, including some evangelicals, have 

leveled strong objections against the doctrine of divine simplicity. 

Objection One—Based on Its Alleged Unintelligibility 

Some protest that the ―divine timelessness is strongly dependent … on divine simplicity 

(whose intelligibility has been strongly challenged)‖ (Pinnock, OG, 129). The grounds for the 

alleged unintelligibility are not made clear here. It may be one or more of the reasons listed 

below. In any case, this objection fails for several reasons. 

Response to Objection One 

First, divine simplicity cannot be unintelligible in an absolute sense, for the very fact that 

people deny it is evidence for the intelligibility of divine simplicity. Otherwise, they are denying 

that which they do not understand. 
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Second, that something may not be totally comprehensible (e.g., God‘s uncausality, infinity, 

necessity, eternality, immutability, simplicity, etc.) does not mean it is not apprehendable. Even 

many objectors admit that at least the first three of these are intelligible. For example, infinity 

cannot be comprehended (though it can be apprehended) by a finite mind, yet all theists affirm 

that God is infinite. 

Third, a thing may be unintelligible in one of two ways. It may be unintelligible in itself, such 

as a square circle. Or, it may be unintelligible to us (Thomas Aquinas, ST, la.2.1), as in the case 

of a sentence in a language we do not understand. Hence, simply to affirm that divine simplicity 

is unintelligible does not demonstrate that it is unintelligible in itself. At best, it merely shows 

that it is unintelligible to those who are making the claim. 

Objection Two—Based on Alleged Identity of All Properties 

Alvin Plantinga asserts, 

There are two difficulties, one substantial and the other truly monumental. In the first place, if 

God is identical with each of his properties, then each of his properties is identical with each of his 

properties. This seems flatly incompatible with the obvious fact that God has several properties. 

(DGHN, 47—see the second ―difficulty‖ under ―Objection Three‖ below) 

Response to Objection Two 

Thomas Aquinas addressed this objection over seven hundred years earlier (in OPG, 7). He 

pointed out that there is no contradiction in holding that God has many attributes and only one 

essence, for many things can be true of one and the same object. To cite an example we have 

already seen, a stone can be hard, round, and gray. None of these are the same attribute, but each 

of them refers to one and the same stone. In the same way, God‘s many attributes are not the 

same, but the same God has all these attributes. Since no single attribution reveals everything 

about His infinite nature, it is necessary to say many things of God in order to understand Him 

better. That is to say, the reason we have to attribute many different things to God is that no 

finite concept can exhaust what can be known about His infinite nature. Thus, in order to know 

more about God, we must truly predicate more things of Him. 

While these many attributes are not synonymous; nevertheless, they are coordinated in Him. 

God is both loving and holy. Thus, He is loving holiness and holy love. So the many attributes in 

God can be different and yet refer to one and the same thing. Again, the many radii have 

reference to one and the same center of the circle. 

Finally, like many other contemporary philosophers, Plantinga does not see the coherence of 

God‘s simplicity and His many attributes because he assumes all attributes are predicated of God 

univocally and, therefore, must mean the same thing. However, if, as Aquinas noted, God‘s many 

attributes are predicated analogically of His one essence, then the alleged incoherence vanishes 

(see Volume 1, chapter 9). Hence, to demonstrate the intrinsic incoherence of God‘s simplicity, 

one must demonstrate that analogous predication is contradictory. But neither Plantinga nor 

anyone else has accomplished this feat. In fact, Plantinga passes on this crucial issue, contenting 

himself with the claim that proponents of simplicity must also have an analogous understanding 

of simplicity (DGHN, 59). This by no means destroys its coherence or intelligibility. 

Objection Three—Based on Incompatibility of Property and Person 
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Plantinga next offers what he calls a ―truly monumental‖ objection to God‘s simplicity, 

namely, ―If God is identical with each of his properties, then, since each of his properties is a 

property, he is a property—a self exemplifying property. Accordingly, God has just one 

property: himself.‖ Plantinga believes that ―this view is subject to a difficulty both obvious and 

overwhelming. No property could have created the world; no property could be omniscient, or, 

indeed, know anything at all.‖ In short, ―If God is a property, then he isn‘t a person but a mere 

abstract object; he has no knowledge, awareness, power, love or life. So taken, the simplicity 

doctrine seems an utter mistake‖ (ibid., 47). 

Response to Objection Three 

The key to this response is Plantinga‘s phrase ―so taken.‖ The simple fact is that one does not 

have to take property and person the way Plantinga does. Of course, if God is a person, then He 

can‘t be an abstract object, and if a property is an abstract object, then God cannot have 

properties. However, rather than this being an objection to simplicity (as it is traditionally 

understood), it may be a revelation of the incoherency of the view of the objector. 

If, on the other hand, ―property‖ is understood as an attribute of real things that are 

predicated of (attributed to) God in an analogous sense (because He is the Creator of them and, 

so, they must somehow resemble Him—the effect preexists in its efficient Cause [see Volume 1, 

chapter 10]), then there is no reason that God cannot have many ―properties‖ or attributes. Only 

if properties are considered atomically separate and different realities (that exist necessarily and 

eternally in themselves) does one have the difficulty Plantinga envisions. This more likely is a 

problem with his own form of platonism (see Volume 1, chapter 2) rather than with God‘s 

simplicity.
5
 

Finally, there appears to be a serious problem of incoherence in Plantinga‘s system, which is 

used as a basis for criticizing God‘s simplicity. He has great difficulty in explaining how God 

has a nature rather than being a mere bundle of properties. His solution is to claim that ―the 

nature of an object can be thought of as a conjunctive property, including as conjuncts just those 

properties essential to that object‖ (DGHN, 7). But what is a ―conjunctive property‖? How can 

properties that are essentially different be conjoined? How does this avoid the charge of 

incoherence that Plantinga leveled against Aquinas: that different things cannot be the same, and 

the same thing cannot be different? 

It would seem that on a univocal concept of ―properties‖ or attributes (such as Plantinga 

embraces) there cannot be a ―conjunctive property‖ other than in the loose sense that this phrase 

is a way of describing a mere collection of properties. But in this sense there is no ultimate unity 

in God, and there is no way to explain why these components are composed. How did they get 

composed without a Composer (who is not composed)? In short, we are led right back to a basic 

argument for God‘s simplicity. 

Objection Four—Based on the Trinity 

Trinitarian theists affirm a multiplicity in God of three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Consequently, it would seem that God cannot be absolutely One, or else He could not also be 

                                                           
5
 Space does not permit further elaboration here. It suffices to note that Plantinga nowhere gives a compelling argument for 

the existence of properties in a platonic sense, nor does he offer a refutation of the arguments for analogy (again, see Volume 
1, chapter 9, for a defense of analogous language). 
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three persons, for if the persons are really different, then God cannot be absolutely the same. If 

the persons are not truly distinct (but only distinct in our minds), then modalism (sabellianism) 

follows rather than trinitarianism. 

Response to Objection Four 

The first thing to note about this objection is that it confuses person and essence. Simplicity 

refers only to God‘s essence; clearly, the orthodox view of the Trinity has a plurality of persons 

within the unity of one essence. The early creeds were very careful to distinguish the persons in 

the Godhead without dividing His essence (Schaff, CC, I). 

As Aquinas noted in reference to the divine essence, each person is identical to the essence, 

while in respect to each other, each person is mutually distinct and not united with each other 

(OPG, 3.7.1). Therefore, the Trinity and simplicity are not contradictory. 

Classical theists do not deny relationships in God; relationships really exist in Him. The 

distinctions in God are not according to essence, but according to what is relative, namely, to 

personhood. Therefore, relationality in God does not entail composition (ST, la.28.3). 

Objection Five—Based on Many Attributes 

In this same vein, it is objected that all things identical to the same thing are identical to each 

other. For example, if A is identical to B, and C is identical to B, then A must be identical to C. 

But all the members of the Godhead are identical to the same thing (viz., God‘s essence). Hence, 

it would seem to follow that all the members of the Trinity are identical to each other. 

Response to Objection Five 

First, no trinitarian (as neotheists profess to be) would want to make this claim, for it denies 

the plurality of persons in God. It is, in fact, the claim made by modalistic (sabellian) heretics. 

Second, Thomas Aquinas responded to this very objection in his Summa Theologica 

(la.28.4). Citing Aristotle, Aquinas noted that this objection is telling only where there is identity 

between object and meaning. But such is not the case in God, for while Fatherhood and Sonship 

in reality refer to the same thing, yet their meaning implies opposing relationships. 

Third, God can be one and have two or more relations in the same way that there can be one 

road between two different cities. The relation between Father and Son is the same relationship, 

yet Father and Son are not the same (ibid.): They are different persons within the same God. 

Likewise, one and the same triangle has three corners. This neither destroys the unity of the 

nature of the triangle, nor does unity do away with its three corners. The same is true of the 

Trinity. 

Objection Six—Based on God‘s Many Actions 

How can God be absolutely one and do many things? If He is one, then He cannot have many 

acts, for every act springs from His nature, which is absolutely one. 

Response to Objection Six 
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The many things God does all come from the one Being He is. So these actions are one in 

their source, but many in their sequents: Their cause is one, but their effects are many. God‘s 

many actions spring from the oneness of Himself. A doctor can will all at once (and in advance) 

the cure of his patient by planning for the patient to take a pill a day for seven days. Although the 

patient‘s actions will occur on seven successive days, they were willed at once before they 

happened. Likewise, God has willed in one decree—from all eternity—all of the many things 

that will happen in successive moments in time. 

Objection Seven—Based on an Alleged Source in Greek Philosophy 

According to neotheists, the Jewish philosopher Philo, known for his platonic leanings, is 

said to have misunderstood Exodus 3:14 to mean, ―My nature is to be, not to be described by a 

name‖ (Pinnock, OG, 69). Origen is alleged by neotheists to have been responsible for passing 

this (allegedly false) view on to subsequent church Fathers (ibid., 106). The root of this was 

supposedly the Greek (Septuagint) translation of the dynamic ―I am‖ of the Hebrew text: It 

became the impersonal ―Being who is there‖ (ibid., 108). This is said to have set the stage for a 

―static‖ view of God in terms of an eternal, unchangeable, and simple Being. 

Response to Objection Seven 

There are many reasons to reject this argument. 

First, most major movements in modern philosophy find their source in Greek philosophy, 

particularly the view from which this objection springs. (Neotheism is a descendant of the 

process thought of Heraclitus [c. 504/ 501 B.C.–c. 444/441 B.C.]) 

Second, it is a genetic fallacy to reject something simply because of its source. The question 

is not whether the view is Hellenic, but whether it is authentic. The vast majority of all 

philosophers accept the law of noncontradiction, even though it came from the Greek philosophy 

of Aristotle. 

Third, if the implication is that one is to reject this alleged Greek view because of its 

antiquity, then the objector has engaged in the ―fallacy of chronological snobbery.‖ The truth of 

a view is not determined by its age; the question is not one of time, but of truth. 

Fourth, and finally, the Christian view of God is not Greek in origin. No Greek ever had a 

triunity of three persons in one eternal essence. In fact, no Greek philosopher ever identified his 

ultimate metaphysical principle with his God or gods (see Gilson, GP, chapter 1). This was the 

unique contribution of theistic thinkers. 

CONCLUSION 

God‘s pure actuality is fundamental to the classical orthodox view of God; from it all the 

other basic metaphysical attributes can be derived. It has a firm basis in both Scripture and 

theology, and its expression in the history of the church is virtually unanimous from the 

beginning to modern times with the rise of liberal process theology. 

The simplicity (indivisibility) of God is also a fundamental attribute of classical theism. 

Simplicity undergirds not only many of the other crucial attributes of God but also all the other 

doctrines based on them. Despite its rejection by contemporary process thought (and neotheism), 

this attribute is based in solid biblical and theological arguments and has a long and venerable 
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tradition. From the patristics to the medievals and into modern times, both Catholic and 

Protestant theologians alike have defended this doctrine. And although challenges continue to 

surface up to the present, no one has demonstrated its philosophical incoherence or its lack of 

biblical and theological foundation. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

GOD‘S ASEITY AND NECESSITY 

Aseity and necessity are kindred attributes. Aseity has to do with God‘s existence, and 

necessity has to do with the impossibility of His non-existence. 

DEFINITION OF GOD‘S ASEITY 

―Aseity‖ comes from the Latin aseite, meaning literally ―of oneself.‖ Used of God, it denotes 

that He exists in and of Himself, independent of anything else. He is self existent. 

Being self existent, however, is not the same as being self-caused (causa sui). It is impossible 

to cause one‘s own existence, since, again, a cause is ontologically prior to its effect, and 

something cannot be ontologically prior to itself. Thus, a self existent Being (a Being with 

aseity) is not a self-caused being; rather, a self-existent Being is an uncaused Being. It simply 

has no cause, since only beings who can possibly not be need a cause. Hence, a Being who 

cannot possibly not be must be an uncaused (necessary) Being. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S ASEITY 

The biblical basis for God‘s aseity is found in the facts that (1) He existed prior to and 

independent of creation and that (2) He brought into and sustains in existence everything else 

that is. Many of the verses that support God‘s aseity have already been utilized to demonstrate 

His pure actuality. ―In the beginning God …‖ (Gen. 1:1). ―Before the mountains were born or 

you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God‖ (Ps. 

90:2). ―In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.… 

Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made‖ (John 

1:1, 3). ―He is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all 

men life and breath and everything else‖ (Acts 17:25). ―From him and through him and to him 

are all things‖ (Rom. 11:36). ―He is before all things‖ (Col. 1:17). ―He has spoken to us by his 

Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe‖ (Heb. 1:2). 

―God, for whom and through whom everything exists …‖ (Heb. 2:10). ―By your will they were 

created and have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S ASEITY 

God‘s aseity follows from several of His other attributes. These include His pure actuality, 

His uncausality, His necessity, and His immutability. 

Aseity Follows From Pure Actuality 
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As was shown earlier (in chapter 2), God, as Pure Actuality, has no potentiality not to exist. 

What has no potential for nonexistence must exist in and of itself; that is to say, it is self existent. 

So God is self-existent, which is what is meant by His aseity. 

Aseity Follows From Uncausality 

As the First Cause of all things (see part 2—―Creation‖), God is an uncaused Being. What is 

uncaused exists in and of itself, which is what is meant by aseity. 

Aseity Follows From Necessity 

God is a necessary Being (see under main headings below). A necessary Being by nature is 

one who cannot not exist, and what cannot not exist has existence in and of itself. Hence, God is 

self existent (has aseity). 

Aseity Follows From Immutability 

An immutable Being cannot change (see chapter 4). Ceasing to be is a form of change; in 

fact, it is a substantial change. Therefore, an immutable Being cannot cease to exist. In addition, 

what cannot cease to exist must exist in and of itself. What exists in and of itself has aseity. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S ASEITY 

There is a strong historical basis for the Christian belief that God is the self-existing, 

uncaused Cause of all else that exists. It begins with the early (ante-Nicene) church Fathers and 

continues to modern times. 

Early Church Fathers on God‘s Aseity 

Mathetes (c. 130) 

For while the Gentiles, by offering such things to those that are destitute of sense and hearing, 

furnish an example of madness; they, on the other hand, by thinking to offer things to God as if He 

needed them, might justly reckon it rather an act of folly than of divine worship. For He that made 

heaven and earth, and all that is therein, and gives to all the things of which we stand in need, 

certainly requires none of those things which He Himself bestows on such as think of furnishing them 

to Him. (EMD, 3 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 1) 

Ignatius (d. c. 110) 

―Honor thou God indeed, as the Author and Lord of all things.… For there is no one superior 

to God, or even like Him, among all the beings that exist‖ (EIS, 9 in ibid.). ―Look for Him that is 

above the times, Him who has no times‖ (SVIE, 3 in ibid.). 

Irenaeus (c. 125–c. 202) 

It is proper, then, that I should begin with the first and most important head, that is, God the 

Creator, who made the heaven and the earth, and all things that are therein (whom these men 
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blasphemously style the fruit of a defect), and to demonstrate that there is nothing either above Him 

or after Him; nor that, influenced by any one, but of His own free will, He created all things, since He 

is the only God, the only Lord, the only Creator, the only Father, alone containing all things, and 

Himself commanding all things into existence. (AH, 2.1.1 in ibid.) 

Tatian (120–173) 

―Nor even ought the ineffable God to be presented with gifts; for He who is in want of 

nothing is not to be misrepresented by us as though He were indigent‖ (ATG, 4.2 in ibid.). 

Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Aseity 

During the Middle Ages, the doctrine of God‘s self existence was elaborated with greater 

philosophical sophistication. This is increasingly true of the medieval Fathers from Augustine 

through Aquinas. 

Augustine (354–430) 

God is Absolute Being and, therefore, all other being that is relative was made by Him. No being 

that was made from nothing could be on a par with God, nor could it even be at all, were it not made 

by Him. (C, 11.5) 

Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) 

―Since therefore the divine being is not a being received in anything, but He is His own 

subsistent being … it is clear that God Himself is infinite and perfect‖ (ST, la.7.1). Further, ―The 

fact that the being of God is self-subsisting, not received in any other, and is thus called infinite, 

shows Him to be distinguished from all other beings, and all others are to be apart from Him‖ 

(ibid., 7.1, 3). 

John Calvin (1509–1564), The Reformer, on God‘s Aseity 

From the power of God we are naturally led to consider his eternity, since that from which all 

other things derive their origin must necessarily be self-existent and eternal. Moreover, if it be asked 

what cause induced him to create all things at first, and now inclines him to preserve them, we shall 

find that there could be no other cause than his own goodness. (ICR, 1.5.6) 
Here we may observe, first, that his eternity and self-existence are declared by his magnificent 

name twice repeated; and, second, that in the enumeration of his perfections, he is described not as he 

is in himself, but in relation to us, in order that our acknowledgment of him may be more a vivid 

actual impression than empty visionary speculation, (ibid., 1.10.2) 

Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Aseity 

After the Reformers and on to modern times, there is no significant deviation on the doctrine 

of God‘s aseity. Indeed, it is largely assumed. 

Jacob Arminius (1560–1609) 
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He is without beginning and without cause, either external or internal. For since there cannot be 

any advancement in infinitum (for if there could, there would be no Essence, no Knowledge), there 

must be one Essence, above and before which no other can exist: But such an Essence must be that of 

God; for, to whatsoever this Essence be attributed, it will by that very act of ascription be God 

himself. (WJA, Vol. 2, 114–15) 

Francis Turretin (1623–1687) 

Nature proves the being of God since she proclaims that she not only is, but is from another and 

could not be without another. For if it is certain and indubitable that out of nothing, nothing is made 

and that nothing can be the cause of itself (for then it would be before and after itself), it is also 

certain that we must grant some first and unproduced being from whom all things are, but who is 

himself from no one. (IET, 170) 

― ‗From everlasting to everlasting thou art God. Thou hast always been God, and no time can 

be assigned as the beginning of thy being‘ ‖ (in Charnock, EAG, 1:277). 

Stephen Charnock (1628–1680) 

God is without beginning. ―In the beginning‖ God created the world [Gen. 1:1]. God was then 

before the beginning of it; and what point can be set wherein God began, if he were before the 

beginning of created things? God was without beginning, though all other things had time and 

beginning from him. (ibid., 1:281) 
God is of himself, from no other. Natures, which are made by God, may increase, because they 

began to be; they may decrease, because they were made of nothing, and so tend to nothing; the 

condition of their original leads them to defect, and the power of their Creator brings them to 

increase. But God hath no original; he hath no defect, because he was not made of nothing: he hath no 

increase, because he had no beginning. He was before all things, and, therefore, depends upon no 

other thing, which, by its own change, can bring change upon him. (ibid., 1:321) 
He who hath not being from another, cannot but be always what he is: God is the first Being, an 

independent Being; he was not produced of himself, or of any other, but by nature always hath been, 

and, therefore, cannot by himself, or by any other, be changed from what he is in his own nature, 

(ibid., 1:319) 

John Miley (1813–1895) 

―God is for human thought an incomprehensible Being, existing in absolute soleness, apart 

from the categories of genus and species‖ (ST, I, 59). 

William G. T. Shedd (1820–1894) 

The Self-existence of God denotes that the ground of his being is in himself. In the reference, it is 

sometimes said that God is his own cause. But this is objectionable language. God is the uncaused 

Being, and in this respect differs from all other beings. (DT, 338) 

Herman Bavinck (1854–1921) 

Every attribute is identical with God‘s being. He is what he has.… When we speak about God, 

we must maintain that each of his attributes is identical with his being.… Whatever God is he is 

completely and simultaneously. (DG, 121) 
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OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S ASEITY 

Objections to God‘s self-existence are not as numerous as those to some of His other 

attributes. This is primarily due to the fact that God‘s aseity flows from the most basic Christian 

belief that God is the First Cause of everything else that exists. Nonetheless, in modern times 

aseity has led some to object to the point of atheism. 

Objection One—Based on the Idea That Aseity Leads to a Logical Contradiction 

Beginning at least as early as Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), it was argued that speaking of 

God as an uncaused Being leads to a paradox (see CPR). If everything needs a cause, then there 

must be a First Cause to start the causing. On the other hand, if everything needs a cause, then so 

does the First Cause, and so on forever. So positing God as an uncaused First Cause leads also to 

positing that there is no uncaused First Cause—an antinomy or logical contradiction. 

Response to Objection One 

Kant‘s paradox, which he called an antinomy, is based on a mistaken view of causality. This 

fundamental law of thought does not state, as Kant suggested, that ―Everything needs a cause.‖ 

Rather, it asserts that ―Everything that is finite, contingent, or has a beginning needs a cause.‖ 

When stated in its correct form, there is no contradiction. If only finite things need a cause, then 

when one reaches an infinite Cause there is no need for a further cause. 

Objection Two—Based on the Impossibility of Self-Existence 

Another objection to the aseity of God is based on the nature of aseity itself. According to 

this objection, a self-existent Being is a self-caused Being. But a self-caused Being is impossible, 

for it would be ontologically prior to itself. Therefore, self-existence is impossible. 

Response to Objection Two 

The fallacy in this objection is a mistaken definition of a self-existent Being. God is not a 

self-caused Being (which is impossible), but an un-caused Being (which is possible). A self-

caused Being is contradictory, but self-caused existence is not the same as self-existence. God 

exists in Himself, but not of Himself; that is, a self-existent Being is not the cause of Himself 

because He needs no cause of Himself. In short, God is the uncaused Cause of all else that exists; 

He is not the self-caused Cause of His own existence. 

GOD‘S NECESSITY 

Again, aseity and necessity are closely related: Both are incommunicable or nontransferable 

attributes of God; both refer to God‘s unique kind of Being. Aseity and necessity are often 

lumped together by theologians, even though they are distinguishable concepts. 

A necessary Being is one whose nonexistence is impossible; that is, if a necessary Being 

exists, then He must exist necessarily. This can be stated in at least four ways. A necessary Being 

is 
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(1) a Being whose nonexistence is not possible; 

(2) a Being whose existence is essential; 

(3) a Being whose essence is to exist; 

(4) a Being whose essence and existence are identical. 

In contrast to a necessary Being, a contingent being is 

(1) a being whose nonexistence is possible; 

(2) a being whose existence is not essential; 

(3) a being whose essence is not to exist; 

(4) a being whose essence and existence are not identical. 

Hence, a necessary Being is one who is not contingent, and a contingent being is one who is 

not necessary. A contingent being is one who can not exist, and a Necessary Being is one who 

cannot not exist. 

THE BIBLICIAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S NECESSITY 

The biblical basis for God‘s necessity is found in the same verses that speak of His aseity 

(see under main headings above). God is the beginning-less Beginner (Gen. 1:1; John 1:3); He 

brought everything else into existence, but He never came into existence Himself (Ps. 90:2; John 

1:3; Col. 1:16). He is the absolute First Being, before which there was nothing else (Col. 1:17; 

Rev. 1:8; 3:14). He is totally self-sufficient, needing nothing from anything or anyone else (Acts 

17:25): ―From him and through him and to him are all things‖ (Rom. 11:36). Such a Being who 

is the ground of all other beings but needs no ground for His being is a necessary Being. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S NECESSITY 

God‘s necessity follows from several of His other attributes. These include His pure 

actuality, His uncausality, His aseity, and His immutability. 

Necessity Follows From Pure Actuality 

God is Pure Actuality with no passive potentiality whatsoever (see chapter 2). Pure actuality 

has no potential not to exist, and what has no potential for nonexistence must exist. Thus, what is 

pure actuality is a necessary existence; God is a necessary existence. 

Necessity Follows From Uncausality 

The necessity of God‘s Being also follows from the fact that He is an uncaused Being. What 

is uncaused exists independently, and what exists independently is a necessary existence. 

Consequently, God is a necessary existence. 

Necessity Follows From Aseity 



 
354 

That God is a necessary Being also follows from the fact that He has self-existence or aseity 

(see above). God as a self-existent Being is an independent Being, and what has an independent 

existence is a necessary existence. Hence, God is necessary existence. 

Necessity Follows From Immutability 

An immutable Being cannot change. Again, ceasing to be is a form of change. Therefore, an 

immutable Being cannot cease to exist, and what cannot cease to exist must exist. What must 

exist (i.e., cannot not exist) is a necessary Being. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S NECESSITY 

The concept of a necessary Being was implicit from Christianity‘s earliest times. The 

doctrine of God‘s necessity became explicit in the thought of later classical theists. 

Early Church Fathers on God‘s Necessity 

Irenaeus 

How can there be any other Fullness, or Principle, or Power, or God, above Him, since it is a 

matter of necessity that God, the Pleroma (Fullness) of all these, should contain all things in His 

immensity, and should be contained by no one? 

He added, 

In like manner, there is an absolute necessity that He should experience the very same thing at all 

other points, and should be held in, bounded, and enclosed by those existences that are outside of 

Him. For that being who is the end downwards, necessarily circumscribes and surrounds him who 

finds his end in it. (AH, 2.1.2 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF) 

Ignatius 

―Honor thou God indeed, as the Author and Lord of all things.… For there is no one superior 

to God, or even like Him, among all the beings that exist‖ (EIS, 9 in ibid.). ―Look for Him that is 

above the times, Him who has no times‖ (SVIE, 3 in ibid.). 

Mathetes 

For while the Gentiles, by offering such things to those that are destitute of sense and hearing, 

furnish an example of madness; they, on the other hand by thinking to offer things to God as if He 

needed them, might justly reckon it rather an act of folly than of divine worship. For He that made 

heaven and earth, and all that is therein, and gives to all the things of which we stand in need, 

certainly requires none of those things which He Himself bestows on such as think of furnishing them 

to Him. (EMD, 2 in ibid.) 

Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Necessity 
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God‘s necessity came into its own as a doctrine during the Middle Ages. Being a 

concomitant of aseity, the great theologians before the Reformation gave more attention to this 

crucial metaphysical attribute. 

Augustine 

Anything whatsoever, no matter how excellent, if it be mutable has not true being; for true being 

is not to be found where there is also non-being. Whatever hath in it the possibility of change, being 

changed is not what it was. If that which is not, a kind of death hath taken place there; something that 

was there, and is not, has been destroyed.… Something is changed and is that which was not. I see 

there a kind of life in that which is, and death in that which has been.… Examine the mutations of 

things and thou wilt everywhere find ―has been‖ and ―will be.‖ Think on God and thou wilt find ―is‖ 

where ―has been‖ and ―will be‖ cannot be. (OGJ, 38.10) 

For ―all substance that is not a created thing is God, and all that is not created is God‖ (OT, 

1.6). 

Since God is supreme Being; that is, since He supremely is and, therefore, is immutable, it 

follows that He gave ―being‖ to all that He created out of nothing; not, however, absolute Being 

(C, 11.2). 

Anselm 

In his famous ontological argument for God‘s existence, Anselm spoke of God as a necessary 

Being. ―And it assuredly exists so truly, that it cannot be conceived not to exist‖ (SABW, 8). He 

went on, ―So, then, no one who understands what God is can conceive that God does not exist‖ 

(ibid., 10). ―This being alone … cannot be conceived not to exist.… So, then, of God alone can it 

be said that it is impossible to conceive of his non-existence‖ (ibid., 160–61). 

He continued, 

Therefore, since all things exist through this one thing, beyond a shadow of a doubt this one thing 

exists through itself. Therefore all the other things exist through something other than themselves, 

while this alone exists through itself. But what exists through something other than itself, is less than 

that through which all other things exist, and which alone exists through itself. 

Further, 

That which exists through itself, exists most of all. There exists, therefore, some one thing, which 

alone of all things most exists and exists supremely. But that which exists most of all, that through 

which whatever is good is good, whatever is great is great, and indeed through which whatever exists 

exists—this is necessarily supremely good, supremely great, and is of all the things that exist, the 

supreme. Therefore there is some thing which, whether it is called an essence, a substance, or a 

nature, is the best and the greatest, and of all the things that are, the supreme. (ACMW, 4) 
It is to the supreme essence alone that we properly give the name God. For if you say that God 

exists, irrespective of whether you say that one or many Gods exist, this is an idea that you cannot 

make sense of unless you think of God as that substance which is superior to every nature that is not 

God.… For the supreme essence alone is that through which anything good is good, without which 

nothing is good, and out of, through and in which all things exist, (ibid., 210–11) 

Thomas Aquinas 
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In his ―third way‖ to prove God‘s existence, Aquinas concluded, ―Therefore, not all beings 

are merely possible, but there must exist something the existence of which is necessary.‖ He 

added, ―Therefore, we cannot but admit the existence of some being having of itself its own 

necessity, and not receiving it from another‖ (ST, la.2.3). He continued elsewhere, ―Since 

therefore the divine being is not a being received in anything, but He is His own subsistent being 

… it is clear that God Himself is infinite and perfect‖ (ibid., la.7.1). 

In addition, ―The fact that the being of God is self-subsisting, not received in any other, and 

is thus called infinite, shows Him to be distinguished from all other beings, and all others are to 

be apart from Him‖ (ibid.). He went on, ―It is against the nature of a made thing for its essence to 

be its own existence; because a subsisting being is not a created being; hence it is against the 

nature of a made thing to be absolutely infinite.‖ Therefore, as God, although He has infinite 

power, cannot make a thing to be not made … so likewise He cannot make anything to be 

absolutely infinite (ibid., la.7.2 ad 1). 

The Reformation and Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Necessity 

Like a number of other metaphysical attributes of God, the Reformers spent little time 

explaining God‘s necessity. By and large, they simply assumed its meaning and validity. 

Martin Luther 

God is not to be excluded from, or limited to, any place. He is everywhere and nowhere. If it is 

asked whether He is everywhere only according to the exercise of His power (potentialiter) or 

according to His essence (substantialiter), I reply: He is in every creature in both ways; for while a 

creature works through its attribute (per qualitatem), God does not work through His attribute but 

through His essence (essentialiter). (WLS, 543–44) 

John Calvin 

From the power of God we are naturally led to consider his eternity, since that from which all 

other things derive their origin must necessarily be self-existent and eternal. Moreover, if it be asked 

what cause induced him to create all things at first, and now inclines him to preserve them, we shall 

find that there could be no other cause than his own goodness. But if this is the only cause, nothing 

more should be required to draw forth our love towards him; every creature, as the Psalmist reminds 

us, participating in his mercy. ―His tender mercies are over all his works‖ [Ps. 145:9] (ibid.). 

Jacob Arminius 

As we ought to enunciate negatively the mode by which the Essence of God pre-eminently both is 

and is spiritual, above the excellence or all Essences even of those which are spiritual; so this may be 

done first and immediately in a single phrase, ―He is … without beginning and without cause either 

external or internal.‖ … For since there cannot be any advancement in infinitum, (for if there could, 

there would be no Essence, no Knowledge,) there must be one Essence, above and before which no 

other can exist: But such an Essence must that of God be; for, to whatsoever this Essence may be 

attributed, it will by that very act of ascription be God himself. (WJA, II, 114–15) 

Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Necessity 
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Some of the post-Reformers discussed God‘s necessity in a bit more detail. It became of 

particular interest to those who used the argument from contingency to God‘s existence or the 

second form of the ontological argument. 

Francis Turretin 

The newness of the world with the commencement of motion and of time proves the necessary 

existence of God. For if the world began, it must necessarily have received its beginning from 

someone. Inasmuch as it could not be from itself, it could be from no other than God. (IET, 170) 

Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) 

It no more argues any dependence of God‘s Will, that his supremely wise volition is necessary, 

than it argues a dependence of his being, that his existence is necessary. (WJE I, 71) 

Stephen Charnock 

― ‗From everlasting to everlasting thou art God.‘ Thou hast always been God, and no time 

can be assigned as the beginning of thy being‖ (EAG, 1:277). 

Further, 

God is of himself, from no other. Natures, which are made by God, may increase, because they 

began to be; they may decrease, because they were made of nothing, and so tend to nothing; the 

condition of their original leads them to defect, and the power of their Creator brings them to 

increase. But God hath no original; he hath no defect, because he was not made of nothing: he hath no 

increase, because he had no beginning. He was before all things, and, therefore, depends upon no 

other thing, which, by its own change, can bring change upon him. (ibid., 1:321) 

Charles Hodge (1797–1878) 

The first argument to prove that the world as a whole is not self-existent and eternal, is, that all its 

parts, everything that enters into its composition, is dependent and mutable. A whole cannot be 

essentially different from its constituent parts. An infinite number of effects cannot be self-existent. If 

a chain of three links cannot support itself, much less can a chain of a million links. Nothing 

multiplied by infinity is nothing still. If we do not find the cause of our existence in ourselves, nor our 

parents in themselves, nor their progenitors in themselves, going back ad infinitum is only adding 

nothing to nothing. What the mind demands is a sufficient cause, and no approach to it is made by 

going back indefinitely from one effect to another. We are forced, therefore, by the laws of our 

rational nature, to assume the existence of a self-existent cause, i.e., a Being endued with power 

adequate to produce this ever-changing phenomenal world. (ST, I, 211) 

R. L. Dabney (1820–1898) 

It [the design argument] aids us in showing the personality of God, as a being of intelligence and 

will; and it greatly strengthens the assault we shall be enabled to make on Pantheism, by showing, 

unless there is a personal and divine first Cause prior to the universe, this must itself be, not only 

uncaused, eternal, independent, necessarily existent, but endued with intelligence. (LST, 1.14) 

Herman Bavinck 
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Every attribute is identical with God‘s being. He is what he has.… When we speak about God, 

we must maintain that each of his attributes is identical with his being. Whatever God is he is 

completely and simultaneously. (DG, 121) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S NECESSITY 

Several objections to God as a necessary existence have emerged in modern philosophy. The 

two most important are as follows. 

Objection One—Based on the Idea That Necessity Applies to Logic but Not to Being 

There is even an attempted disproof of God based on this premise (see Findlay, ―CGED‖ in 

Plantinga, OA). It goes like this: God is by definition a necessary Being. Necessity is a term that 

cannot apply to being, but only to concepts. Therefore, there cannot be a God. 

Response to Objection One 

The error in this objection is exposed in the self-defeating nature of its basic premise. The 

statement that ―Necessity cannot apply to existence‖ (or ―being‖) is itself a necessary statement 

about existence. Thus, it is self-destructive, since it cannot avoid doing itself what it says cannot 

be done, namely, to make necessary statements about existence. 

Further, speaking about a necessary existence is no more meaningless than speaking about a 

contingent existence; necessary means ―not contingent.‖ As was shown earlier (in chapter 1), the 

way of negation (via negativa) is necessary when speaking about an infinite Being. We must 

remove all limitation in our concepts before they can be properly applied to an infinite Being. 

Objection Two—Based on the Alleged Meaninglessness of the Concept of a Necessary 

Being 

This objection is founded on the argument that we have nothing in our experience that is 

necessary. Since all meaningful statements must have some reference to experience, it seems to 

follow that the concept of a necessary Being makes no sense. 

Response to Objection Two 

This same argument is leveled against the concept of an uncaused Being. However, this 

backfires on the objector. 

First, if an uncaused God is meaningless, then so is an uncaused universe, which many 

atheists posit. Since nothing cannot produce something, then ultimately something must be 

uncaused—either the universe or its Cause. But, as was demonstrated earlier (see Volume 1, 

chapter 2), the universe cannot be eternal, since it is running down. Hence, the ultimate Cause of 

the universe must be uncaused. The same applies to the concept of a necessary Being, which can 

be derived from an uncaused Being (see above). 

Second, the very sentence ―A necessary Being has no meaning‖ would be meaningless unless 

there were some meaning to the words ―necessary Being‖ in it. In short, the atheist assumes the 

phrase has meaning, otherwise his claim that it is meaningless is self-defeating. 
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Third, there is nothing incoherent about the term ―necessary‖ as applied to existence, since it 

is not contradictory. We know what ―contingent being‖ means (viz., what exists but can not 

exist), and necessary is the opposite of contingent (viz., what cannot not exist). 

Fourth, and finally, the meaning of these terms is derived from their relationship to what is 

dependent upon them. This meaning is twofold: For one thing, terms like ―necessary‖ or 

―infinite‖ are negative terms; they describe what God is not. God is not limited (He is unlimited) 

and not contingent (He is necessary). Further, we know what these limitations mean from 

experience and so, by contrast, we know that God does not have any of these limitations. 

It is important to mention here once again that a negative term does not denote a negative 

attribute. It is not the affirmation of nothing; rather, it is the negation of all contingency and 

limitation in the First Cause. The positive content of what God is derives from the causal 

principle. He is actuality because He causes all actuality. He is Being, since He is the Cause of 

all being. However, as the Cause of all being, His Being cannot be caused. As the ground of all 

contingent being, He cannot be a contingent being. 

SUMMARY 

God has both aseity and necessity; His existence is inherent and necessary. He exists in 

Himself, and He cannot not exist. Unlike creatures, whose existence is derived from another and 

is contingent, God‘s existence is both uncaused and independent. 

These characteristics are founded on solid biblical, theological, and historical grounds. The 

objections to these classical attributes are unfounded and self-defeating. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

GOD‘S IMMUTABILITY AND ETERNALITY 

Immutability and eternality are two of the most hotly debated attributes of God in contemporary 

theology. Not so for the first nineteen hundred years of church history—both properties have 

been considered essential to orthodox theism down through the centuries. This historic belief is 

well grounded in both biblical and theological reasoning. 

GOD‘S IMMUTABILITY 

That God is unchangeable in His nature has solid support in biblical, historical, and 

philosophical theology. Despite many anthropomorphic expressions (see chapter 1), the Bible 

has clear and repeated references to God‘s immutability. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMUTABILITY 

The biblical basis for God‘s unchangeability is found in numerous texts. Consider the 

following: ―God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his 

mind‖ (Num. 23:19). ―He who is the Glory of Israel does not lie or change his mind; for he is not 

a man, that he should change his mind‖ (1 Sam. 15:29). ―They will perish, but you remain; they 

will all wear out like a garment.… But you remain the same, and your years will never end‖ (Ps. 

102:26–27; cf. Heb. 1:10–12). ―I the Lord do not change. So you, O descendants of Jacob, are 

not destroyed‖ (Mal. 3:6). ―[They] exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to 
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look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles‖ (Rom. 1:23, emphasis added). ―God did 

this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie …‖ (Heb. 6:18). 

―Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever‖ (Heb. 13:8). ―Resting on the hope of 

eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised before the beginning of time‖ (Titus 1:2). 

―Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, 

who does not change like shifting shadows‖ (James 1:17). 

It is clear from these verses that not only does God not change, but it is also impossible for 

Him to change. There are things He cannot do, namely, He cannot act contrary to His immutable 

(unchangeable) nature. 

The Use of Anthropomorphism and Figures of Speech 

To be sure, the Bible often speaks of God in temporal terms, but this is from a human point 

of view. It is said that God ―foreknew‖ (Rom. 8:29), as though He is standing at one moment of 

time and looking forward to the future. However, these expressions are anthropomorphisms 

(speaking of God in human terms) that are no more to be taken literally than, as we have seen, 

when the biblical text says God has ―wings‖ (Ex. 19:4), ―arms‖ (Num. 11:23), or ―eyes‖ (Heb. 

4:13). Likewise, God‘s ―repenting‖ or being ―sorry‖ (Gen. 6:6) is no more to be taken literally 

than God‘s ―forgetting‖ (Isa. 43:25). 

There are no objective criteria by which one can accept one of these as literal and the other as 

anthropomorphic. Neotheist Greg Boyd offers ―ridiculousness‖ as a criterion for determining 

what is figurative and what is not. But this is a subjective criterion. What is ridiculous to one 

person from one perspective is not necessarily ridiculous to another person from a different 

perspective. Certainly one is hard pressed to take God‘s ―repenting‖ as any less ridiculous (if 

taken literally) than His ―forgetting.‖ This is particularly true, since the Bible says God ―is not a 

man, that He should repent‖ (1 Sam. 15:29 RSV; cf. Num. 23:19 RSV). If this is literal, then it is 

ridiculous to say that God actually repents. 

Furthermore, if we take literally God‘s question to Adam: ―Where are you?‖ (Gen. 3:9), then 

we have to come to the startling conclusion that God is not omniscient; after all, in such a case, 

He could not see Adam hiding from Him in the Garden. Suddenly, by neotheistic thinking, a 

whole cluster of orthodox attributes of God come tumbling down, laying bare a finite God 

behind their claim to believe in an infinite one. 

Speaking of God as foreknowing is another example of anthropomorphic language. Of 

course, an eternal God does not really foreknow; He simply knows in His eternal present. The 

biblical speech presenting Him as foreknowing is simply speaking from a human perspective. 

This is no more difficult to explain than other anthropomorphisms agreed upon by neotheists, 

such as God having arms, legs, eyes, or even wings. One would expect that a book written by 

humans and for humans would often speak to humans from a human perspective. (See Volume 1, 

chapters 13 and 27, on the doctrines of biblical inspiration and inerrancy.) 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMUTABILITY 

The great Fathers of the church, especially Thomas Aquinas, have set forth solid arguments 

for God‘s immutability. Several of them will be briefly summarized here. 

The Argument From Pure Actuality 
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Aquinas offered several arguments in favor of God‘s unchangeability (ST, la.13.7). The first 

argument is based on the fact that a God of pure actuality (―I AM-ness‖) has no potentiality. 

Everything that changes has potentiality, but there can be no potentiality in God, for He is Pure 

Actuality. It follows, therefore, that God cannot change. 

The Argument From Simplicity 

The second argument for God‘s immutability follows from His simplicity. Everything that 

changes is composed of what changes and what does not change. But there can be no 

composition in God—He is an absolutely simple being. Hence, God cannot change. 

The Argument From Perfection 

The third argument for God‘s unchangeability reasons from His absolute perfection. Briefly 

put, whatever changes acquires something new. God cannot acquire anything new, since He is 

absolutely perfect; He could not in any way be better. Therefore, God cannot change. 

The Argument From Infinity 

There is another attribute by which one can argue for immutability, namely, the attribute of 

infinity. An infinite Being has no parts; if it did, it could not be infinite, since an infinite number 

of parts is impossible. No matter how many parts one has, it is always possible to add one more. 

But there cannot be more than an infinite number of parts. Thus, it is not possible for an infinite 

Being to have parts. And what has no parts cannot change, for change involves the loss or gain of 

parts. An infinite Being cannot change. 

The Argument From Necessity 

Further, immutability follows from necessity, for a necessary Being cannot change in its 

being. The being that it has, it has necessarily. If it did not have being necessarily, then it would 

not be a necessary Being. It follows, therefore, that a necessary Being cannot change. 

Of course, it could be argued that God may have being necessarily, but there may be other 

characteristics that He has only accidentally. This can be rejected on two different grounds. 

First, God is simple and cannot have any parts (see chapter 2). 

Second, even if God has accidents, He must still be necessary in His basic Being, for that is 

what is meant by a necessary Being. If God is necessary in His Being, then He must be 

unchanging in His Being, as the above argument shows. An accident is what is not essential to a 

being, so God must still be changeless in His essential Being. 

The Argument From Change 

Aquinas argued that whatever changes passes from a state of potentiality for that change to a 

state of actually being changed (ST, 1.2.3). No potentiality for being can actualize itself. For 

example, pigments and canvas have the potential to be a great painting, but they cannot actualize 

themselves; it takes a cause (artist) outside of that potential to actualize it. 

The mere potential for a changeable thing to change cannot account for the change; there 

must be an actualizer outside the potential to actualize it. Ultimately, though, this actualizer 
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cannot have the potential for change, for if it did, then it too would need a cause. There cannot be 

an infinite regress of such causes, since there would be nothing to do the actualizing, every cause 

being actualized but none doing the actualizing. Hence, there must be an unchangeable First 

Actualizer of all change. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMUTABILITY 

The history of the Christian church is virtually unanimous on the unchangeability of God‘s 

nature, from the beginning to modern times. While lively debate has occurred over how God 

relates to a changing world, particularly in the present, nonetheless, there has been unity on 

God‘s immutability. 

The Patristic View of Immutability 

Although the early Fathers were engaged in other issues, they did refer to God‘s 

unchangeableness. This is evident from the following citations. 

Navatian (c. 200–c. 258) 

Novatian said that God never changes ―Himself into any forms, lest by change He should 

appear to be mortal.…‖ 

Thus there is never in Him any accession or increase of any part or honour, lest anything should 

appear to have ever been wanting to His perfection, nor is any loss sustained in Him, lest a degree of 

mortality should appear to have been suffered by Him. (CT, 4 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, V) 

This immutability is true because 

what He is, He always is; and who He is, He is always Himself; and what character He has, He 

always has.… And therefore He says, ―I am God, I change not‖; in that, what is not born cannot 

suffer change, holding His condition always. For whatever it be in Him which constitutes Divinity, 

must necessarily exist always, maintaining itself by its own powers, so that He should always be God. 

(ibid.) 
He is therefore also both immortal and incorruptible, neither conscious of any kind of loss nor 

ending. For because He is incorruptible, He is therefore immortal; and because He is immortal, He is 

certainly also incorruptible, each being involved by turns in the other, with itself and in itself, by a 

mutual connection, and prolonged by a vicarious concatenation to the condition of eternity; 

immortality arising from incorruption, as well as incorruption coming from immortality, (ibid.) 

For God to experience change is for Him to cease to be God: 

Because if He does not contain all that is, whatever it is—seeing that what is found in that 

whereby it is contained is found to be less than that whereby it is contained—He will cease to be God, 

being reduced into the power of another, in whose greatness He, being smaller, shall have been 

included. And therefore what contained Him would then rather claim to be God. (ibid.) 

Aristides (fl. 2nd century) 

Aristides distinguished immutability as an evidence that someone truly is a god. He spoke of 

those who are 
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not gods, but a created thing, liable to ruin and change, which is of the same nature as man; 

whereas God is imperishable and unvarying [immutable], and invisible, while yet He sees, and 

overrules, and transforms all things. (AAP, 4 in ibid. X) 

Melito of Sardis (fl. 2nd century) 

Melito had a similar standard (as did Clement of Alexandria). He chided individuals for 

serving what does not really exist, in contrast to the true God: 

He, I say, really exists, and by His power doth everything subsist. This being is in no sense made, 

nor did He ever come into being; but He has existed from eternity, and will continue to exist for ever 

and ever. He changeth not, while everything else changes. (PRSTC, 1 in ibid., VIII) 

Gregory Thaumaturgus (c. 213–275) 

Gregory Thaumaturgus said that normal human passions of grief and distress are not 

properties ―of the immutable Divinity.‖ The Incarnate Word in His human nature 

exhibited in Himself the exercise of the affections and susceptibilities proper to us, having endued 

Himself with our passibility, even as it is written, that ―He hath borne our griefs, and carried our 

sorrows‖ (TTF, 11, in ibid, VI). 

Alexander, Bishop of Alexandria (d. 328) 

Alexander said, ―Concerning whom we thus believe, even as the Apostolic Church believes, 

in one Father unbegotten, who has from no one the cause of His Being, who is unchangeable and 

immutable, who is always the same, and admits of no increase or diminution.‖ Moreover, the 

Son, as of the essence of the Father, is also immutable: ―He is equally with the Father 

unchangeable and immutable, wanting in nothing‖ (EAH, 1.12 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 

VI). 

The Medieval View of God‘s Immutability 

The doctrine of divine immutability came into its own in the Middle Ages. From the 

powerful pens of Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas, this attribute was given a permanent place in 

orthodox theology. Following the rise of process theology (neotheism), those recent evangelicals 

who challenge this venerable property are on shaky ground historically (as well as biblically and 

theologically). 

Augustine 

Augustine affirmed that God is the unchanging Is, the I AM of Exodus 3:14. For ―God is 

supreme being, that is, since He supremely is and, therefore, is immutable‖ (CG, 12.2). ―There is 

a Good which alone is simple and, therefore, which alone is unchangeable—and this is God.‖ In 

addition, ―This Good has created all goods; but these are not simple and, therefore, they are 

mutable‖ (ibid., 11.10). ―For that which is changed does not retain its own being.… And 

therefore that which not only is not change, but also is even incapable of being changed at all, 

alone falls most truly and indubitably under the category of Being‖ (OT, 5.2). 

Only God is immutable, for ―no created nature can be immutable. Every such nature is made, 

indeed, by God, the supreme and immutable Good who made all things‖ (CG, 22.1). ―Thus, there 

can be no unchangeable good except our one, true, and blessed God‖ (ibid., 21.1). Augustine 
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argued that ―there must be some reality in which the form was ultimate, immutable and, 

therefore, not susceptible to degrees‖ (ibid., 8.6). 

Likewise, God‘s mind cannot change, for ―all thought which is thus varied is mutable, and 

nothing mutable is eternal; but our God is eternal‖ (C, 12.15). Nor can God‘s will change, for 

―the will of God, therefore, pertaineth to His very Substance. But if anything hath arisen in the 

Substance of God which was not before, that Substance is not truly called eternal‖ (ibid., 11.10). 

Thus, God is forever identical with Himself: ―What then is ‗the same,‘ save that which is? What 

is that which is? That which is everlasting.… Behold ‗The Same: I AM THAT I AM‘ ‖ (EBP, 

122.5). 

Anselm 

Anselm affirmed that God‘s absolute unchangeability is rooted in His perfection, for if God 

changed He would have to gain or lose some perfection that He has. An absolutely perfect Being 

cannot either gain or lose perfection. Hence, God cannot change (M in SABW, 2). 

―Likewise, immutability and simplicity are directly connected, for the supreme Nature is in 

no wise composite, but is supremely simple, supremely immutable‖ (SABW, 77). Further, 

immutability is the basis for God‘s eternality: 

It is evident that this supreme Substance is without beginning and without end; that it has neither 

past, nor future, nor the temporal, that is, transient present in which we live; since its age, or eternity, 

which is nothing else than itself, is immutable and without parts, (ibid., 83) 

Therefore, God‘s ―Essence is always, in every way, substantially identical with itself; and is 

never in any way different from itself, even accidentally‖ (ibid., 85). 

Thomas Aquinas 

In his epic Summa Theologica, Aquinas asked ―Whether God Is Altogether Immutable‖ 

(la.13.7) and offered three basic arguments in favor of God‘s unchangeability (see below). 

Further, he also argued that God alone is immutable (ibid.); this is necessary since all creatures 

exist only because of the will of the Creator. It was His power that brought them into existence, 

and it is His power that keeps them in existence. Therefore, if He withdrew His power, they 

would cease to exist. Whatever can cease to exist is not immutable, for ceasing to exist is a 

change, and immutable beings cannot change. Therefore, God alone is immutable; everything 

else could cease to exist. 

In Aquinas‘s own words, 

It was shown above that there is some first being, whom we call God; and that this first being 

must be pure act, without any admixture of any potentiality, for the reason that, absolutely, 

potentiality is prior to act. Now, everything which is in any way changed, is in some way in 

potentiality. Hence, it is evident that it is impossible for God to be in any way changeable, (ibid., 

la.9.1) 
Thus in every creature there is potentiality to change either as regards substantial being as in the 

case of things corruptible; or as regards locality only, as in the case of the celestial bodies; or as 

regards the order to their end, and the application of their powers to diverse objects, as is the case 

with the angels; and universally all creatures generally are mutable by the power of the Creator, in 

Whose power is their existence and non existence. Hence, since God is in none of these ways 

mutable, it belongs to Him alone to be altogether immutable, (ibid., la.9.2) 
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Eternity is nothing but God Himself. Hence God is not called eternal, as if He were in any way 

measured; but the idea of measurement is there taken according to apprehension of our mind alone, 

(ibid., la.10.2) 
Eternity truly and properly so called is in God alone, because eternity follows on immutability; as 

appears from the first article. But God alone is immutable, as was shown above [Q. 9, A. 1]. (ibid.) 

The Reformers on God‘s Immutability 

Calvin and Luther did not dissent on the immutability of God. To the contrary, they stressed 

God‘s essential unchangeableness. 

Martin Luther 

Luther spoke of ―the immutable truth of God so that the truth of God‘s threatening is the 

cause of contrition, and the truth of His promise the cause of consolation, if it be believed‖ 

(1955–86, WL, 3:178). He wrote also of ―the immutable truth of God‘s threatening and promise, 

to the awakening of faith—so that men may learn to pay more heed to the truth of God‖ (ibid.). 

He added, 

God is not magnified by us so far as His nature is concerned—He is unchangeable—but He is 

magnified in our knowledge and experience, when we greatly esteem Him and highly regard Him, 

especially as to His grace and goodness, (ibid., 86, 3.117) 

John Calvin 

Calvin wrote, 

For [the apostle] John [in his gospel] at once attributes to the Word a solid and abiding essence, 

and ascribes something uniquely His own, and clearly shows how God, by speaking, was Creator of 

the universe. Unchangeable, the Word abides everlastingly one and the same with God, and is God 

himself. (ICR, 1.13.7) 

He added, 

Here [the psalmist] asserts that, no matter how many strong enemies plot to overthrow the church, 

they do not have sufficient strength to prevail over God‘s immutable decree by which he appointed 

his Son eternal King. Hence it follows that the devil, with all the resources of the world, can never 

destroy the church, founded as it is on the eternal throne of Christ, (ibid., 2.15) 

Calvin instructed: ―Pray according to His will, not that hidden and unchangeable will but the 

will that He inspires in them, that He may hearken to them in another way, as He wisely decides‖ 

(ibid., 3.20). 

The Post-Reformers on God‘s Immutability 

The strong theological tradition on God‘s immutability from ancient to modern times carries 

on after the Reformation. This is true for both Calvinists and Arminians. 

Jacob Arminius 
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Immutability is a pre-eminent mode of the Essence of God, by which it is void of all change; of 

being transferred from place to place, because it is itself its own end and good, and because it is 

immense; of generation and corruption; of alteration; of increase and decrease; for the same reason as 

that by which it is incapable of suffering [Psalm 102:27; Mal. 3:6; James 1:17]. (WJA, I, 440–41) 

Francis Turretin 

Turretin affirmed that in the epistle of James ―not only change is denied of him, but even the 

shadow of change.… Immutability of the divine will and counsel in particular is often asserted,‖ 

as in Numbers 23:19 (1992 ET, 1:11:3:205). Further, ―Reason confirms it for He is Jehovah, and 

so a necessary and independent being that can be changed by no one‖ (Dialogus Contra 

Manichaeos, 68 PG, 94:1568). God is immutable because ―He can neither be changed for the 

better (because He is the best) nor for the worse (because He would cease to be the most 

perfect)‖ (op. cit, 1.11:4:205). 

Turretin noted, ―God‘s creation of the world does not bring change to Him, but it does bring 

change to creatures, who pass from non-existence to existence.‖ 

When God became the Creator, He was not changed in Himself (for nothing new happened to 

Him, for from eternity He had the efficacious will of creating the world in time), but only in order to 

the creature (because a new relation took place with it), (ibid., 1:11:5:205) 

Likewise in the Incarnation God was not changed: ―The Word (logos) was made flesh, not by 

a conversion of the Word (tou logou) into flesh, but by an assumption of the flesh to the 

hypostasis of the Word [meaning, Jesus did not change from being divine into being human—

rather, He added humanity to His divinity]‖ (ibid., 1:11:6:205). 

In the same way, 

God can will the change of various things (as [with] the institution and abrogation of the Levitical 

worship) without prejudice to the immutability of his will because even from eternity he had decreed 

such a change.… [So] from eternity he decreed to create the world and preserve it until a certain time, 

but afterwards to destroy it with a flood. In the same manner, we must reason concerning his 

knowledge. The knowledge of God does not change with the thing known because God who knew it 

not only knew that this change would take place, but even decreed it. (ibid., 1:11:7:205–06) 

In speaking about God not changing His mind, Turretin said, 

Repentance is attributed to God after the manner of men (anthropopathos) but must be 

understood after the manner of God (theoprepos): not with respect to his counsel, but to the event; not 

in reference to his will, but to the thing willed; not to affection and internal grief, but to the effect and 

external work because he does what a penitent man usually does‖ (ibid., 1:12:11:206). 

Similarly, that God did not fulfill some promises and threatenings does not mean He 

changed, for ―although the condition may not often be expressed, it must be understood as tacit 

and implied‖ (ibid., 1:12:12:206). Thus, when Isaiah predicted the death of Hezekiah and God 

granted the king fifteen more years, there was not a declaration of what would happen according 

to the will of GOD, but of what (according to the nature of second causes) would happen unless 

GOD interposed, (ibid., 1:12:12:206) 

Jonathan Edwards 

Edwards showed the futility of the idea of a mutable God: 
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From this notion … [that] God is liable to be continually repenting [of] what he has done, so he 

must be exposed to be constantly changing his mind and intentions as to his future conduct; altering 

his measures, relinquishing his old designs, and forming new schemes and projections. (FW, 

2:11:4111) 

The consequences of God being mutable would be that 

He must be continually putting his system to rights, as it gets out of order, through the 

contingence of the actions of moral agents: he must be a being, who, instead of being absolutely 

immutable, must necessarily be the subject of infinitely the most numerous acts of repentance and 

changes of intention, of any being whatsoever; for this plain reason, that his vastly extensive charge 

comprehends an infinitely greater number of those things which are to him contingent and uncertain. 

He must have little else to do but to mend broken tides as well as he can, and be rectifying his 

disjointed frame, and disordered movements, in the best manner the case will allow. (ibid., 

2:11:4:111) 

John Wesley (1703–1791) 

John Wesley spoke of ―the great decree of God, eternal, unchangeable‖ (CW, 336). 

Stephen Charnock 

Charnock wrote, 

Since, therefore, mutability is essential to a creature as a creature, this changeableness cannot 

properly be charged upon God as the author of it; for it was not the term of God‘s creating act, but did 

necessarily result from the nature of the creature, as unchangeableness doth result from the essence of 

God. (EAG, 2:141) 
God is unchangeable in his essence. He is unalterably fixed in his being, so that not a particle can 

be lost from it, not a mite added to it.… He who hath not being from another, cannot but be always 

what he is: God is the first Being, an independent Being; he was not produced of himself, or of any 

other, but by nature always hath been, and, therefore, cannot by himself, or by any other, be changed 

from what he is in his own nature, (ibid., 1:319) 
All that we consider in God is unchangeable, for his essence and his properties are the same, and, 

therefore, what is necessarily belonging to the essence of God, belongs also to every perfection of the 

nature of God; none of them can receive any addition or diminution, (ibid., 1:318) 

Further, 

God is immutable in regard to knowledge. God hath known from all eternity all that which he can 

know, so that nothing is hid from him. He knows not at present any more than he hath known from 

eternity: and that which he knows now he always knows: ―All things are open and naked before him‖ 

[Heb. 4:13] (ibid., 1:321–22). 

J.I. Packer 

[God] exists forever, and is always the same. He does not grow older. His life does not wax or 

wane. He does not gain new powers nor lose those that He once had. He does not mature or develop. 

He does not get stronger, or weaker, or wiser, as time goes by. ―He cannot change for the better,‖ 

wrote A. W. Pink, ―for he is already perfect; and being perfect, he cannot change for the worse‖ (KG, 

77). 
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OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S IMMUTABILITY 

Many arguments have been offered against God‘s immutability, some biblical and others 

theological. 

Objection One—Based on God‘s Alleged Repentance 

The Bible says God ―repented‖ on several occasions. He repented (was sorry) that He had 

created human beings (Gen. 6:6 KJV); He repented that He had made Saul king (1 Sam. 15:11 

RSV); He repented about His promise to destroy Nineveh (Jonah 3:10 RSV). Repentance 

involves a change of mind; hence, it would appear from Scripture that God can change. 

Response to Objection One 

When the Bible says God ―repents,‖ it is speaking anthropomorphically, that is, in human 

terms. God appears to change, when humans actually do, just as the wind appears to change 

when we turn in the opposite direction. God has unchanging anger at our sin and unchanging 

pleasure in our repentance. When we repent, we simply move from under one unchanging 

attribute of God to another. When a person moves in relation to a pillar, the pillar does not move. 

Objection Two—Based on Prayer 

If God cannot change, then why should we pray? After all, the Bible affirms, ―The prayer of 

a righteous man is powerful and effective‖ (James 5:16). Indeed, Jesus said, ―The Father will 

give you whatever you ask in my name‖ (John 15:16). When Moses prayed, God changed His 

mind about destroying Israel (Ex. 32:32f.). 

Response to Objection Two 

God is omniscient (see chapter 8), and an all knowing Being cannot change His mind. If He 

does, He is not really all knowing. Therefore, God cannot change His mind in answer to prayer. 

When we pray (or have prayed), God not only knew what we were going to pray, but He 

ordained our prayer as a means of accomplishing His purpose. Prayer is not a means by which 

we change God; it is a means by which God changes us. Prayer is not a means of our overcoming 

God‘s reluctance; it is a way for God to take hold of our willingness. Prayer is not a means of 

getting our will done in heaven, but a means of God getting His will done on earth. 

Objection Three—Based on the Notion That an Unchangeable God Is Not Personal 

It is also objected that an unchangeable God is both impersonal and unapproachable. Why 

approach someone whom you know in advance will not change His mind? Such a God is 

impersonal, since He cannot respond to our personal needs. 

Response to Objection Three 

This objection wrongly assumes that God does not know about our needs and that He does 

not care about them even before we ask Him. On the contrary, the Bible declares that God is all-
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knowing (Ps. 147:5) and all caring (1 John 4:16; 1 Peter 5:7); He even answers before we call on 

Him (Isa. 65:24). God is not reluctant to answer; rather, we are reluctant to ask. The Bible says, 

―You do not have, because you do not ask God‖ (James 4:2). 

Further, God is unchanging love (1 John 4:16), and, as such, He is eminently approachable. 

We can have more confidence in a God who does not change than in one who does. Malachi 

proclaimed, in the name of God, ―I the LORD do not change. So you, O descendants of Jacob, are 

not destroyed‖ (Mal. 3:6). The writer of Hebrews declared, ―God did this so that, by two 

unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the 

hope offered to us may be greatly encouraged. [For] we have this hope as an anchor for the soul, 

firm and secure‖ (Heb. 6:18–19). Clearly, an infinitely loving and unchanging person is the most 

personal of all. 

Objection Four—Based on Immutability Being Rooted in Greek Philosophy 

According to some theologians, the belief that God is unchangeable is based in Greek 

philosophy, not in biblical theology. It is claimed that the platonic Jewish philosopher Philo 

misunderstood Exodus 3:14 as a reference to God‘s unchangeable Being (see Pinnock, OG, 69). 

As we have seen, Origen is said to have been responsible for passing this view on to Christian 

theism, and the other early Fathers allegedly joined him (ibid., 106). Neotheists claim that 

―Greek philosophers were looking for that which was stable and reliable in contrast to the earthly 

world of chance.… This leads to the distinction between being and becoming or reality and 

appearance‖ (ibid., 6, 66, 106). Thus, it is supposed, in the Greek translation of the Old 

Testament (LXX) the dynamic ―I AM‖ of the Hebrew text became the impersonal ―Being who is 

there‖ (ibid., 108). This set the stage for a static (unchanging) view of God in terms of an 

unchangeable Being. 

Response to Objection Four 

Careful analysis of this argument from Greek philosophy exposes serious flaws. 

First, as was shown above, there is a solid basis in the Bible for attributing immutability to 

God. So one need not seek any source elsewhere. Indeed, the early Fathers of the church offered 

biblical support, not just philosophical arguments, for their views. The New Testament alone was 

quoted by the Fathers of the first few centuries over 36,000 times, including all verses except 

eleven! (see Geisler and Nix, GIB, 431). 

Second, Christian theologians of every age have been influenced to one degree or another by 

the prevailing philosophy of their day. But neotheists themselves are not immune from this: They 

reveal the influence of the prevailing process theology of our time. This in itself does not make 

their view of God wrong; neither does any influence by Greek philosophy make the classical 

view of God wrong. In the final analysis, the question is whether it was a good influence or a bad 

one—whether there are biblical and rational grounds for it or not. Rejecting a view because of its 

source is the genetic fallacy. It is not a matter of whether the reason is Greek, but whether it is 

good. 

Third, even those who object to immutability accept views held by Greek philosophy. This 

includes their ideas of process, which are rooted in Heraclitus, who said, ―No man steps into the 

same river twice.‖ Likewise, they use logic, which finds its source in the Greek philosopher 

Aristotle (384–322 B.C.). They also carry on the tradition of Plato (c. 427–347 B.C.) by their 

belief in an eternal world of properties (forms). Indeed, the father of process theology, Alfred 
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North Whitehead, commented that Western thought is largely ―a series of footnotes to Plato‖ 

(PR, 63). 

Fourth, there are many things about the traditional Christian view of God that are contrary to 

Greek thought, including the concept of a Trinity of one essence and three persons. Further, the 

Greeks never identified their God(s) with their ultimate metaphysical principle. The ultimate in 

Plato‘s system was not God (the Demiurgos), but the Good (the Agathos). Likewise, Aristotle 

never considered his many unmoved movers to be the object of worship, but simply to be the 

explanation for movement in the universe. The unique (but not Greek) contribution of Christian 

thinkers was to identify their ultimate metaphysical principle with the God they worshiped (see 

Gilson, GP, chapter 1). 

In summation, the argument from Greek philosophy fails. Formally, it is a genetic fallacy. 

Actually, it is groundless. And substantially, it boils down not to whether the reasoning behind 

the classical view of God is Hellenic, but whether it is authentic. This must be determined by 

Scripture and good reason. 

Objection Five—Based on a Challenge to the Perfect Being Argument 

One argument used by classical theists to establish the immutability of God (though by no 

means the only one) is the argument from degrees of perfection in the world. Both Anselm and 

Aquinas used forms of it (see Thomas Aquinas, ST, 1:2:3). 

However, some theologians reject the classical view of God‘s immutability because of what 

they call ―the difficulties of a perfect being theology‖ (Pinnock, OG, 132). They argue, ―It rests 

on the assumption that all change is either for the better or for the worse, an assumption that is 

simply false‖ (ibid., 132). They offer the ―immutable watch‖ as a counterexample: It registers the 

same time, day in and day out, because it is stopped. By contrast, the ―extremely accurate watch‖ 

always registers the correct time even though it is constantly changing. When it changes, its 

change is not for the better or worse: It remains the same in its changes, namely, an extremely 

accurate watch. 

Response to Objection Five 

This objection is based on a confusion of categories by comparing a changing being with an 

unchanging Being: It only shows how one changing thing (the clock) is not better than another 

changing thing (time). This begs the question in favor of a non-immutable view of God. The 

clock illustration does not tick if one assumes that God does not change, for in that case anything 

that represented Him as changing would be inaccurate because it changes. 

In addition, even the objector implies that God does not really change, claiming that 

whatever changes in God is ―consistent with and/or required by a constant state of excellence,‖ 

(Pinnock, OG, 133, emphasis added). What is this ―constant state of excellence,‖ but the 

equivalent of an unchanging nature? 

Furthermore, neotheists speak of the possibility of an unchanging God suffering from 

―imperfection‖ (ibid., 132), because a worshiper may become disappointed with worshiping a 

God who cannot change. But how could one know God was imperfect unless he presupposed an 

absolute, unchanging standard of perfection (which theists claim God is)? 

Finally, even if one were to grant that the argument from perfection has difficulties, it is not 

the only argument for immutability in the theist‘s arsenal. There are the other arguments stated 
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above from simplicity, infinity, necessity, and pure actuality. Taken together, the biblical, 

theological, and historical arguments represent a formidable defense for God‘s immutability. 

Objection Six—Based on God‘s Alleged Unrelatability to a Changing World 

Another argument used by process thinkers is that an eternal, immutable God cannot have a 

real relationship with a changing world, such as the God of the Bible has. The essence of the 

argument is this: 

(1) All real relationships involve change. 

(2) An unchanging God cannot change. 

(3) Therefore, an unchanging God cannot have a real relationship with a changing world. 

They even cite Aquinas as saying that God‘s relationship to the world is not real, but only 

ideal. 

Response to Objection Six 

Aquinas anticipated this objection and treated it extensively. First, he argued that there is a 

real relationship between the changing world and the unchanging world (ST, la.13.7). He 

observed that there are three kinds of relations: one where both terms are ideas (e.g., the same is 

the same as itself); another where both terms are real (e.g., a small thing compared to a large 

thing); and one where one term is real and the other is an idea (e.g., on the right side). 

Now, since creatures are really dependent on God but God is not really dependent on them, 

they are related as real to an idea. That is, God knows about the relationship of dependence, but 

He does not have it. Only the creature has ontological dependence; thus, when there is a change 

in the creature‘s dependence on God, there is no change in God. Just as when a person changes 

his position from one side of the pillar to the other, the pillar does not change; only the person 

changes in relation to the pillar. So while the relationship between God and creatures is real, God 

is in no sense dependent on that relationship. 

It is important to note here that Aquinas is only denying a dependent relationship and not all 

real ones. He is denying that God changes in His relationship with the world, but not that there 

are no real changes in the world‘s relation to God. The person‘s relation to the pillar changes 

when he moves, but the pillar does not change. But when the person moves, there is no longer 

the same relationship with the pillar. 

Neotheists should not have any difficulty grasping this, since they believe in ex nihilo (―out 

of nothing‖) creation, in which God was not related to the world before it was created, but He 

was after. Yet they believe that both before and after creation God is independent of the world. 

That is, like a concrete floor on which the chair depends does not change when the chair is 

removed, even so God remains independent of creation both before and after creation. The fact 

that there is a change from there being no creation to there being a creation does not change the 

Creator. 

Once creatures are created (but not before), God is really related to His creatures as their 

Creator. And creatures are really related to God because He is their Creator. However, the real 

relation of dependence is in the creature, not in the Creator. Therefore, the relationship of 

creatures to God is real and not merely ideal. Nonetheless, it is a real relationship of dependence 

on the part of the creatures, but not one of dependence on the part of God (ibid., Ia.13:7 ad 5). 
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Objection Seven—Based on God‘s Alleged Inability to Know a Changing World 

If God is absolutely unchangeable, how can He know a changing world? According to 

classical theism, God‘s knowledge is identical to Himself. Yet He is said to be unchangeable. 

Hence, His knowledge would also have to be unchangeable. But how can He have unchangeable 

knowledge of what is changing? For example, when time changes, God‘s knowledge would have 

to change too, otherwise He would not know what time it is. And if He did not know what time it 

is, then He would not be all knowing. Consequently, God cannot be omniscient and 

unchangeable and yet know a changing world. 

Response to Objection Seven 

God is unchanging, and His knowledge is identical with His essence, but does this mean that 

God cannot know changing things? God knows everything in one eternal now, including the 

past, present, and future. God knows the future before it happens in time. Therefore, when time 

changes, God‘s knowledge does not change, since He had unchanging knowledge in advance 

that it would change. In other words, God knows what we do, but not in the same way that we 

know it, i.e., in successive time frames. God knows the whole of time from (in) eternity, but He 

knows what is before and what is after the temporal now of human history (Thomas Aquinas, ST, 

la.14–15). God is, as it were, looking ―down‖ on the whole calendar of time in which He sees 

what days are before and after others. But God is not standing on the present day of the calendar 

looking back at the days that are past and forward to the days yet to come.
1
 

So God knows the changing times, but He does not know them in a changing way. He has 

unchanging knowledge of the changing, and eternal knowledge of the temporal. Each being must 

know in accordance with its own being: Temporal beings know in a temporal way, and an 

immutable Being knows in an immutable way. Further, as the cause of all things, God knows all 

things as they preexist in Him. So His knowledge of time is not affected by time. He knows time 

from beyond time, not from within it. He knows the temporal in His eternal Self as the cause of 

it. Thus, He knows the changing world in an unchanging way, since it is known in His 

unchanging nature as an effect that can and will flow from its cause. By knowing Himself 

perfectly, God knows everything He will create that will thereby participate in the likeness of 

Him in some way. Hence, God does not have to ―wait‖ for time to change before He can know it 

has; rather, He knows the whole of time, with all its changing sequences, in His unchanging Self 

from all eternity. 

Objection Eight—Based on God‘s Free Will 

Another objection to God‘s unchanging nature is based on the classical theist‘s belief that 

since God is simple (see chapter 2), God‘s will is identical to His nature. But if His nature is 

necessary, then His will must be necessary. And if it is necessary, then His will, which is 

identical to it, cannot be free. Hence, if God is free, then He cannot be an immutable Being. 

Response to Objection Eight 

                                                           
1
 In fact, God is not looking “down,” but “within,” since He knows all things as they preexist in Him, their ultimate Cause. All 
effects preexist in their cause; hence, God knows the future as it preexists in Himself. He does not have to “wait” for it to 
happen to know it. 



 
374 

In response, the classical theist points out that what is willed freely can also be necessary. 

There is a difference between antecedent necessity, which would eliminate free will, and 

consequent necessity, which does not. God‘s will has antecedent freedom; namely, He could 

have done otherwise. However, once He wills something, then it is consequently necessary that it 

occurs the way in which He willed it. There was no antecedent necessity that God will things the 

way He did. However, once He freely willed them, then it is necessary that they happen. In like 

manner, God‘s will is immutable, once He wills it, but it was not necessary that He will it that 

way to begin with. 

As to how free will can be identical to God‘s unchangeable nature, it can be a necessary part 

of God‘s nature that He can do certain things freely, such as create. Likewise, His will can be 

free but still immutable. What he freely wills is willed immutably. God made free but 

unchangeable decisions from all eternity that things would change in the manner and order in 

which they do. So change can be willed by God without His changing. 

Of course, God wills other things because of His own goodness, but not as necessitated by it. 

God can exist without willing other things; God need only will His own goodness necessarily 

and other things contingently. Therefore, these other things need not be willed with absolute 

necessity. To be sure, it is necessary to God‘s will that He will His own nature necessarily, but it 

is not necessary to God‘s will that He will created goods necessarily. Hence, it was not necessary 

that God will anything other than Himself. However, God did will things other than Himself. 

God willed these other things voluntarily (see Thomas Aquinas, ST, la.19.3, ad 3). 

Also, God‘s will is unchangeable because He is omniscient, and so what He knows will be, 

will be. God‘s will is in perfect accord with His knowledge; therefore, God‘s will is 

unchangeable. This does not mean that God does not will that some things change—it means that 

God‘s will does not change, even though He does will that other things change (ibid., la.19.7). 

Of course, the Bible speaks of God repenting, but God repents only in a metaphorical sense, 

as humans view it. Actually, God knew from eternity whether people would repent, and God‘s 

will includes intermediate causes, such as human free choice. God knows what the intermediate 

causes will choose to do, and God‘s will is in accord with His unchangeable knowledge. 

Therefore, God‘s will never changes, since He wills what He knows will happen. That is to say, 

what is willed by conditional necessity does not violate human freedom, since what is willed is 

conditioned on humans freely choosing it. So God can will unchangeably things that can change. 

Objection Nine—Based on the Nature of God‘s Love 

Some neotheists claim that ―the statement God is love is as close as the Bible comes to giving 

us a definition of the divine reality‖ (Pinnock, OG, 18). Again, ―Love is the essence of the divine 

reality, the basic source from which all of God‘s attributes arise‖ (ibid., 21). Their argument for 

the possibility of change in a God of love goes like this: 

(1) Essentially, God is love. 

(2) Love, of necessity, involves the possibility of change. 

(3) Therefore, God‘s love necessitates the possibility of change. 

The crucial second premise is supported by a raft of attempts to show that God‘s love is a 

dynamic, interactive activity whereby God engages in a give-and-take interaction with His 

creatures. Love suffers with the loved one (ibid., 46), and, hence, God cannot be impassible, as 

traditional theism affirms. 
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Response to Objection Nine 

At the outset there is something strangely self-defeating about this argument against God‘s 

unchangeableness—the very first premise begins with a God who cannot change: God is 

―essentially‖ love. If God by His very nature is love and cannot be otherwise, then God cannot 

change in His nature. Indeed, neotheists admit the same when they affirm that ―God‘s essential 

nature and His ultimate purpose did not change‖ (ibid., 28). But is the premise that ―God cannot 

change in His essential nature as love‖ consistent with their conclusion from this premise that 

God must be able to change because He is love? 

Further, the second premise appears to be a classic example of the quip that God made man 

in His own image, and man returned the compliment! Who says God has to love the way we 

love? To be sure, human love is changing, because human beings are changing beings. However, 

theism affirms that God is an unchanging Being and, therefore, He must love in an unchanging 

way. God can do whatever good we can do, but He does not do it in the way we do it. He does it 

in an infinitely better way than we do—an unchanging way. Even neotheists acknowledge that 

God is infinite, ontologically independent, uncreated, and transcendent. But even granting that 

God is infinite demands that He is and does things differently than finite beings do. Hence, the 

argument against immutability from the nature of God‘s love fails to prove its point. 

GOD‘S ETERNALITY 

Another battlefront in the current debate about the nature of God is the traditional attribute of 

eternality (or nontemporality). Classical theism affirms that God is above and beyond time. 

Again, God has no past, present, or future; He simply has an enduring eternal present. This 

attribute of nontemporality is unanimously rejected by contemporary process thought, both 

outside and inside evangelicalism. 

DEFINITION OF ETERNALITY 

For traditional theism, eternality does not mean time without beginning and endless time. An 

infinite number of moments is impossible: If an infinite number of moments occurred before 

today, then today would never have come, since it is impossible to traverse an infinite number of 

moments (yet the time up to today has been traversed). 

There is no end of an infinite, but today is the end of all previous moments. Today has 

arrived; hence, an infinite number of moments could not have occurred before today. Eternality 

means nontemporality or timelessness. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S ETERNALITY 

From beginning to end, the Bible declares that God is beyond time. That God existed beyond 

time is clear from the very first verse: ―In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth‖ 

(Gen. 1:1). Since time does not begin until the universe does, this places God beyond time. 

Indeed, according to Hebrews, God created time: ―In these last days he has spoken to us by his 

Son … through whom he framed the ages‖ (Heb. 1:2 Rotterdam). The word ages (Gk: aionos) is 

not a reference to the material nature of the universe (Gk: kosmos), but to its unfolding temporal 

periods. In Exodus 3:14 God said to Moses, ―I am who I am.‖ In contrast to many contemporary 
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linguists (who are heavily influenced by process thought), this is best taken as a reference to 

God‘s self-existence. Jesus sanctioned this meaning when He said, ―Before Abraham was born, I 

am!‖ (John 8:58). It would have made no sense to say, ―Before Abraham was born, I will 

become what I will become,‖ as many current scholars would like to translate Exodus 3:14. As 

the self-existent One before anything else existed, God is prior to time (nontemporal). Psalm 

90:2 says, ―Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from 

everlasting to everlasting you are God.‖ 

Isaiah 57:15 declares, ―For this is what the high and lofty One says—he who lives 

forever.…‖ First Corinthians 2:7 says, ―We speak of God‘s secret wisdom, a wisdom that has 

been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began.‖ In Jesus‘ great high priestly 

prayer in John 17:5, He declared, ―Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with 

you before the world began.‖ Before the world began is before time began; thus, Jesus is 

proclaiming God‘s timelessness. 

Paul spoke of ―this grace [that] was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time‖ (2 

Tim. 1:9). He also spoke of ―the hope of eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised 

before the beginning of time‖ (Titus 1:2). The word time (Gk: chronos) is time as we experience 

it; that is, a succession of changing moments that forms a past, a present, and a future. Christ is 

said to be before all of this; He is literally eternal (not temporal); He brought the temporal world 

into existence (John 1:3; Col. 1:16). Hebrews 1:2 informs us that ―he has spoken to us by his 

Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe‖ (lit: 

―framed the ages‖). Jude 25 proclaims God‘s eternality in these words: ―To the only God our 

Savior be glory … through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore!‖ 

(emphasis added). 

God not only created the ages, but He was also before the ages. To be before time and to 

have made time is not to be in time. Therefore, the Bible teaches that it was not a creation in 

time, but a creation of time that God accomplished at the beginning. The Creator of time can be 

no more temporal than the Creator of the contingent can be contingent or the Creator of an effect 

can be an effect Himself. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S ETERNALITY 

God‘s eternality can be inferred from several other attributes. These include His 

immutability, infinity, pure actuality, and necessity. Time involves characteristics that are 

incompatible with these attributes. 

Eternality Follows From Immutability 

God is an immutable Being (see under main headings above), and an immutable Being 

cannot change. Whatever is in time changes, for time is a measurement based on change. 

Therefore, God cannot be in time; if He were, then He would be changing. 

Eternality Follows From Infinity 

Further, God is an infinite Being, and an infinite Being has no limits. A temporal being has 

limits; it is limited by time. Hence, God cannot be a temporal being—He must be nontemporal. 
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Eternity Follows From Pure Actuality 

God is Pure Actuality; as such He has no potentiality. Whatever is temporal has potentiality; 

thus, God is not temporal—if He were, then He too would have potentiality, which a Being of 

pure actuality does not have. So unlike time, God has no past or future, only a present: He is an 

eternal Now. Consequently, God does not foresee the future; He simply sees the future in His 

eternal present (or Now). 

Eternality Follows From Necessity 

A necessary Being has no possibility (potentiality) in its being not to exist. What has no 

potentiality in its being cannot change. Time involves change; it follows, therefore, that a 

necessary Being cannot be temporal—it must be eternal. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S ETERNALITY 

From earliest times the Fathers of the church have been virtually unanimous in their 

declaration that God is a timeless Being. This is evident in their writings as well as their creeds. 

The Patristic View of God‘s Eternality 

Irenaeus 

Irenaeus said, ―Look for Him that is above the times, Him who has no times‖ (SVIE, 3 in 

Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 1). 

Clement of Alexandria (A.D. 150–c. 215) 

Clement said, ―God is without beginning, and produces both the beginning and the ending‖ 

(S, 5.14). 

Tertullian (c. 155–c. 225) 

Tertullian referred to God‘s eternality in his discussion of fasting: ―If the eternal God will not 

hunger, as He testifies through Isaiah [40:28, 70], this will be the time for man to be made equal 

with God, when he lives without food‖ (OF, 8.6). 

Peter, Bishop of Alexandria (d. 311) 

Peter said, ―For then, as they say, our eternal God also, the Maker and Creator of all things, 

framed all things‖ (Tertullian, OF in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, IV). Also, various prayers of 

thanksgiving, prayers over the dead, and other forms of prayers are often made to God, 

addressing Him as the ―eternal God‖ (CHA, 8.2.5, 8.2.9, 8.2.12, 8.3.20, 8.3.22, 8.4.38). 

Peter added, 

Since this [eternity] is the property of God, it will belong to God alone, whose property it is—of 

course, on this ground, that if it can be ascribed to any other being, it will no longer be the property of 

God, but will belong, along with Him, to that being also to which it is ascribed, (in Tertullian, AH, 3 

in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, III) 
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Dionysius the Great (c. 200–264) 

Dionysius taught, 

Now this … ―I am‖ [ego eimi, in John 8:58] expresses His eternal subsistence. For if He is the 

reflection of the eternal light, He must also be eternal Himself.… God is eternal light, having neither 

beginning nor end. And along with Him there is the reflection, also without beginning, and 

everlasting. The Father, then, being eternal, the Son is also eternal, being light of light; and if God is 

the light, Christ is the reflection. (OJ, 8) 

Alcuin (c. 732–804) 

Alcuin wrote that the Word of God, which ―is coeternal with God the Father, was before all 

time‖ (in Thomas Aquinas, Catena Aurea, John 11). 

Cyril of Jerusalem (c. 315–c. 387) 

Cyril said, ―God is alone, alone unbegotten, without beginning, change, or variation; neither 

begotten of another, nor having another to succeed Him in His life; who neither began to live in 

time, nor endeth ever‖ (CL, 2.7, 4.4). The fact that God stands outside of time and is the Creator 

of it places these Fathers squarely in line with the testimony that we have seen in the Hebrew 

Scriptures. 

Cyril reasoned about Christ, 

Two fathers He hath: one, David, according to the flesh, and one, God, His Father in a divine 

manner. As the Son of David, He is subject to time, and to handling, and to genealogical descent: but 

as Son according to the Godhead, He is subject neither to time nor to place, nor to genealogical 

descent: for His generation who shall declare God is a Spirit. ―[For] the Son Himself says of the 

Father, The Lord said unto Me, Thou art My Son, to-day have I begotten Thee. Now this today is not 

recent, but eternal: a timeless today, before all ages. From the womb, before the morning star, have I 

begotten Thee‖ (First Catechetical Lecture of Our Holy Father Cyril, 11.5 in Schaff, NPNF, 2, 

7.208). 

Ignatius (d. c. 110) 

Ignatius declared that Jesus Christ, as the only begotten Son and Word, existed ―before time 

began, but who afterwards became also man, of Mary the virgin.‖ For 

―the Word was made flesh.‖ Being incorporeal, He was in the body; being impassible, He was in 

a passible body; being immortal, He was in a mortal body; being life, He became subject to 

corruption, that He might free our souls from death and corruption. 

Ignatius went on to say that the Son of God ―was begotten before time began, and established 

all things according to the will of the Father‖ (TE, 7). 

Hilary of Potiers (c. 315–c. 367) 

Hilary asserted, 

His [Christ‘s] nature forbids us to say that He ever began to be, for His birth lies beyond the 

beginnings of time. But while we confess Him existent before all ages, we do not hesitate to 

pronounce Him born in timeless eternity, for we believe His birth, though we know it never had a 

beginning. (OT, 9.57 in Schaff, NPNF, 2:9) 
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Hilary added, ―Whatever … is created is made in the beginning … [but] the Word was what 

it is, and is not bounded by any time, nor commenced therein, seeing It was not made in the 

beginning, but was‖ (ibid., 100.13 in ibid.). 

John Chrysostom (347–407) 

Speaking of Christ in regard to John 1:1, Chrysostom said, 

But are not ―made‖ and ―was‖ altogether different? For in like manner as the word is, when 

spoken of man, signifies the present only, but when applied to God, that which always and eternally 

is; so too was, predicated of our nature, signifies the past, but predicated of God, eternity, (in Thomas 

Aquinas, CA, John, 7) 

The Medieval View of God‘s Eternality 

From the fourth to the thirteenth century (and beyond), there was virtually unanimous 

consent on the nature of God as an a-temporal Being. Augustine set the stage with his extensive 

references to God‘s eternality. 

Augustine 

According to Augustine, God possesses eternality because He possesses aseity (self-

existence). ―What is ‗that which is‘? That which is everlasting.… But what is that ‗which is,‘ 

save He who when He sent Moses, said unto him, I Am Who Am (Ex. 3:14)?‖ (EBP, 121.5). 

―God always is, nor has He been and is not, nor is but has not been, but as He never will not be; 

so He never was not‖ (OT, 14.15). 

As to how God relates to time, Augustine asserted, 

The distinguishing mark between time and eternity is that the former does not exist without some 

movement and change, while in the latter there is no change at all. 

Now, 

since God, in whose eternity there is absolutely no change, is the Creator and Ruler of time, I do 

not see how we can say that He created the world after a space of time had elapsed unless we admit, 

also, that previously some creature had existed whose movements would mark the course of time. 

(CG, 11.6) 

God did not create in time, for there was no time before He created a changing world. His act was 

not a creation in time, but a creation of time. Augustine declared, 

The world was made not in time but together with time. For, what is made in time is made after 

one period of time and before another, namely, after a past and before a future time. But, there could 

have been no past time, since there was nothing created by whose movements and change time could 

be measured, (ibid., 11.6) 

God‘s eternity is qualitatively different from time: 

In the Eternal nothing passeth away, but that the whole is present; but no time is wholly present; 

and let him see that … both past and future [are] created and issue from that which is always present. 

(C, 11.11) 

What God does in time He willed from eternity: 
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Thou callest us, therefore, to understand the Word, God with Thee, God, which is spoken 

eternally, and by it are all things spoken eternally. For what was spoken was not finished, and another 

spoken until all were spoken; but all things at once and for ever. For otherwise have we time and 

change, and not a true eternity nor a true immortality, (ibid., 11.7) 

Thus, God created time from eternity. Augustine asked, 

For whence could innumerable ages pass by which Thou didst not make, since Thou are the 

Author and Creator of all ages? Or what times should those be which were not made by Thee? Or 

how should they pass by if they had not been? [But] if before heaven and earth there was no time, 

why is it asked, What didst Thou then? For there was no ―then‖ when time was not. (ibid., 11.13) 

Temporal creation ―is compatible with the immutability of God‘s decision. This being so, 

they should also believe that the world could be made in time without God who made it having 

to change the eternal decision of His will‖ (CG, 11.4). As the Creator of time, God existed 

beyond time, but not in time. Augustine wrote, 

Nor dost Thou by time precede time; else wouldest not Thou precede all times. But in the 

excellency of an ever-present eternity Thou precedest all times past, and survivest all future times.… 

[Hence,] it is silly for them to excogitate a past time during which God was unoccupied, for the 

simple reason that there was no such thing as time before the universe was made, (ibid., 11.5) 

Furthermore, according to Augustine, 

God does not see things in time.… God declared, ―O man, that which My Scripture saith, I say; 

and yet doth that speak in time; but time has no reference to My Word, because My Word existeth in 

equal eternity with Myself.… And so when ye see those things in time, I see them not in time; as 

when ye speak them in time, I speak them not in time‖ (C, 13.29). 

What is more, God‘s knowledge is independent of time: 

Neither does His attention pass from thought to thought, for His knowledge embraces everything 

in a single spiritual contuition. His knowledge of what happens in time, like His movement of what 

changes in time, is completely independent of time.… He could not have been so perfect a Creator 

without so perfect a knowledge that nothing could be added to it by seeing what He created. (CG, 

11.21) 

Anselm 

Anselm argued, 

It is evident that this supreme Substance is without beginning and without end; that it has neither 

past, nor future, nor the temporal, that is, transient present in which we live; since its age, or eternity, 

which is nothing else than itself, is immutable and without parts. (SABW, 83) 

Thus, ―He exists before all things and transcends all things. … The eternity of God is present 

as a whole with him: while other things have not yet that part of their eternity which is still to be 

and have no longer that part which is past‖ (ibid., 26). God ―does not exist finitely, at some place 

or time, it must exist everywhere and always, that is, in every place and at every time‖ (ibid., 73). 

For Anselm, 

True eternity belongs only to that substance which alone, as we have proved, was not created, but 

is the creator, since true eternity is conceived to be free from the limitations of beginning and end; 
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and this is proved to be consistent with the nature of no created being, from the very fact that all such 

have been created from nothing, (ibid., 83) 

Further, what God knows is known eternally: 

This is true whether God‘s willing and causing are understood in terms of the immutable present 

of eternity or in terms of the temporal order. According to the former, nothing is past or future, but 

everything exists together without any change. (TIR, 159) 

For ―all things are always present to Him, and so He does not have foreknowledge of future 

things, but knowledge of present things‖ (TFE, 185). God‘s present is like our past: 

In this respect the temporal past is more like the eternal present than is the temporal present. For 

what is temporally past can never be not-past, just as what is eternally present can never be not-

present; but all temporally present things which pass away with time do become not-present. (TIR, 

162) 

What is more, 

A thing‘s existence in time is so different from its existence in eternity that at a given moment 

something may not be present in time which is present in eternity, or something may not be present in 

time which is present in eternity, or something may be past in time without being past in eternity, or 

may be future in time without being future in eternity. [So] when we realize this, we have no basis for 

denying that something can be mutable in time while being immutable in eternity, (ibid., 163) 

God sees all of time at once: ―This is due to the very nature of eternity, which encompasses 

all time and everything whatsoever that exists at any time‖ (ibid., 164). ―For yesterday and today 

and tomorrow have no existence, except in time; but thou, although nothing exists without thee, 

nevertheless dost not exist in space or time, but all things exist in thee‖ (SABW, 25). 

As an age of time contains all temporal things, so thy eternity contains even the ages of time 

themselves. And these are indeed an age, because of their indivisible unity; but ages, because of their 

endless measurability. (ibid., 27) 

Thomas Aquinas 

Aquinas affirmed that ―eternity is nothing but God Himself. Hence God is not called eternal, 

as if He were in any way measured; but the idea of measurement is there taken according to 

apprehension of our mind alone‖ (ST, la.10.2). ―Eternity truly and properly so called is in God 

alone, because eternity follows on immutability; as appears from the first article. But God alone 

is immutable‖ (ibid.). 

Aquinas offered several arguments in support of this conclusion. The first argument goes like 

this: Whatever exists in time can be computed according to its befores and afters. However, a 

changeless Being has no befores or afters; it is always the same. Consequently, God must be 

timeless. 

Time is duration characterized by substantial (e.g., burning wood) and accidental changes; 

aeviternity (or aevum) is duration characterized by accidental changes (e.g., angels can increase 

in knowledge by divine infusion, and they have changeableness with regard to choice, 

intelligence, affections, and places—ST, la.10.6, body), but with no substantial changes in 

aeviternity (angels are immutable in their level of grace and charity). What is true of the angels is 

also true of the elect in heaven. 
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Again, time is defined as a measurement in terms of befores and afters. God has no before or 

after, since He is changeless. It follows, then, that He must be timeless, for if he were in time, He 

could be measured according to a before and an after, which implies change. 

In addition, whatever is in time has succession of one state after another. From this Aquinas 

concluded that whatever is immutable is not temporal. This argument stresses another aspect of 

time: Whatever is temporal has successive states, one after the other. But as an immutable being 

God has no changing states, one after another; therefore, God cannot be temporal. 

In brief, total immutability necessarily implies eternity (ibid., la.10.2), for whatever changes 

substantially is in time and can be computed according to befores and afters. Whatever does not 

change cannot be in time, since it has no different states by which befores and afters can be 

computed; all are the same—it never changes. Therefore, whatever does not change is not 

temporal; God is eternal. 

Not only is God eternal, but He alone is eternal (ibid., la.10.3). The reason for this is that 

God alone is essentially immutable, since all creatures can cease to exist. But, as we have seen, 

eternity necessarily follows from immutability, and from this, that God alone is essentially 

eternal. 

Aquinas (ibid., la.10.4) distinguishes eternity from endless time for several reasons (see 

Geisler, TAEA, chapter 8). 

First, whatever is essentially whole is essentially different from what has parts. Eternity 

differs from time in this way (eternity is a Now; time has now and then); hence, eternity is 

essentially different from time. In other words, God‘s eternity is not divided; it is all present to 

Him in His eternal Now. So it must be essentially different from time, which comes only a 

moment at a time. 

Second, endless time is not eternity; it is simply more of time. Eternity differs in kind from 

time; that is, it differs essentially, not merely accidentally, from time. Endless time differs only 

accidentally from time because it is only an elongation of time. Since endless time is simply 

time—just more of it—eternity must differ from it essentially. To state it another way, more of 

the same thing is essentially the same thing; therefore, endless time does not differ essentially 

from time. 

Third, an eternal Being cannot change, whereas time involves change by which the 

measurements of befores and afters can be made. Thus, an eternal Being, such as God is, cannot 

change. In other words, 

(1) Whatever can be computed according to befores and afters is not eternal. 

(2) Endless time can be computed according to befores and afters. 

(3) Hence, endless time is not the same as eternity. 

The eternal is changeless, but what can be computed by its befores and afters has changed. It 

follows, then, that the eternal cannot be endless time. It must be something qualitatively 

different, not just different in quantity. 

Fourth, Aquinas argued that there is a crucial difference in the ―now‖ of time and the ―Now‖ 

of eternity (ibid., la.10.4, ad. 2). The now of time is movable, but the Now of eternity is not. 

Eternity is not movable in any way; therefore, the Now of eternity is not the same as the now of 

time. The eternal Now is unchanging, while the now of time is ever changing. There is only an 

analogy between time and eternity, not an identity. God‘s Now has no past or future; time‘s now 

does. 
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God is Pure Act (Actuality) as such, unmeasured by any potentiality. Angels are acts as 

received in pure forms that wholly receive their actuality from creation. Man is act as received in 

form/matter (soul/body) that progressively receives his actuality. In brief, God actually endures, 

but He endures as Pure Actuality. Since He has no potentiality, He cannot endure progressively. 

He endures in a much higher way. 

Another way to understand the difference between God‘s eternity and time is to recognize 

that time is an accidental change, not a substantial change. A substantial change is a change in 

what something is, an accidental change is a change in what something has. Aquinas pointed out 

that time is an accidental change, and only humanity, not God or angels, has accidental change. 

So only humanity is in time. Angels undergo substantial change (creation), but this does not 

involve time. The only mode of being that existed before angels began was an eternal mode 

(God). 

A substantial change (for men or angels) is not a change in time, for no substantial change 

has both a before and after in time. Eternity is one pole, and time the other. Hence, substantial 

change for man is a change into or out of time, but not a change in time. God cannot change 

substantially or accidentally. Since He is a necessary Being, He cannot go out of existence. Since 

He is a simple Being, He has no accidents. Therefore, God cannot be temporal in any way, since 

time involves change. 

The Reformers on God‘s Eternality 

The Reformers are consistent with the views of earlier orthodox theologians. They insisted 

that God is beyond time and experiences no sequential changes. 

Martin Luther 

Luther explained that God does not count time in sequence or consecutively, one year before 

another: 

God grasps everything in a moment, the beginning, the middle, and the end of the entire human 

race and of all time. And what we consider and measure according to the sequence of time as a very 

long, extended tapeline, He sees in its entirety, as though wound together into a ball. And so both the 

life and the death of the last and the first human being are no farther apart for Him than a single 

moment. (WLS, 542) 

He added, 

Look crosswise at a long tree that lies before you. Then you can bring into the range of your 

vision both ends at once. This you are unable to do if you look at it lengthwise. By our reason we are 

able to look at time only according to its duration (nach der Lange). We must count one year after 

another from Adam to history‘s last day. But to God all is atone point. (WL, 542) 

John Calvin 

Calvin compared such a view with that of biblical history on which the ―faith of the Church 

might lean without seeking any other God than Him whom Moses sets forth as the Creator and 

Architect of the world.‖ He then said that this history may be contrasted with the fables of the 

ancient world ―as a means of giving a clearer manifestation of the eternity of God as contrasted 

with the birth of creation, and thereby inspiring us with higher admiration‖ (ICR, 1.14.1). 

He added, 
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We necessarily understand that the Word was begotten of the Father before all ages. [The 

apostles] tell us that the worlds were created by the Son, and that he sustains all things by his mighty 

word (Heb. 1:2). For we here see that word is used for the nod or command of the Son, who is 

himself the eternal and essential Word of the Father. (ibid., 1.13.7) 

The Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Eternality 

Right on into the modern world, the traditional view of God‘s eternality held sway. This is 

true from the Reformers until the rise of process theology in the twentieth century. Indeed, most 

of the great theologians have understood that God‘s eternality and His immutability went hand in 

hand. No significant interruption in this position is observable until the introduction of process 

theology by Alfred North Whitehead. 

Jacob Arminius 

Arminius wrote, ―So that what man so ever is called in time, was from all eternity 

predestinated to be called, and to be called in that state, time, place, mode, and with that efficacy, 

in and with which he was predestinated‖ [Eph. 3:5, 6, 9–11; James 1:17, 18; 2 Tim. 1:9] (D, 

16.15). He added the evidence of Acts 15:18 and Ephesians 1:4 that God‘s decrees are from the 

beginning of the world. ―If it were otherwise, God might be charged with mutability‖ (ibid.). 

Francis Turretin 

Turretin said, 

The infinity of God follows his simplicity and is equally diffused through the other attributes of 

God, and by it the divine nature is conceived as free from all limit in imperfection: as to essence (by 

incomprehensibility) and as to duration (by eternity) and as to circumscription, in reference to place 

(by immensity). (IET, 1.3.8.1) 

He believed that the concept of eternity is related to the immenseness of God‘s Being: 

After the infinity of God with respect to essence, the same is to be considered with respect to 

place and time by which he is conceived as uncircumscribed by any limits (aperigraptos) of place or 

time. The former is called immensity, the latter eternity, (ibid., 1.3.9.1) 

He added, ―We maintain that God is free from every difference of time, and no less from 

succession than from beginning and end‖ (ibid., 1.3.10.1). 

Elsewhere he elaborated: 

The eternity of God cannot have succession because his essence, with which it is really identified, 

admits none. This is so both because it is perfectly simple and immutable (and therefore rejects the 

change of former into latter, of past into present, of present into future, which succession involves), 

and because it is unmeasurable, as being the first and independent. However that which continues by 

succession can in some way be measured, (ibid., 1.3.10.5) 

Jonathan Edwards 

Edwards declared, 

Corollary 1. How impossible is it, that the world should exist from Eternity, without a mind. 
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Corollary 2. Since it is so, and that absolute Nothing is such a dreadful contradiction; hence we 

learn the necessity of the Eternal Existence of an All-comprehending Mind; and that it is the 

complication of all contradictions to deny such a mind. (NM, 28) 

Elsewhere he added, 

Because it is evident, by both Scripture and reason, that God is infinitely, eternally, 

unchangeably, and independently glorious and happy: that he cannot be profited by, or receive any 

thing from, the creature or be the subject of any sufferings or diminution of his glory and felicity, 

from any other being. (EWGCW in WJE, 97) 

John Wesley 

Wesley believed that God is eternal. As we have seen, he wrote, ―In the evening I published 

the great decree of God, eternal, unchangeable‖ (CW, 336). 

Stephen Charnock 

He [God] neither began with the beginning of time, nor will expire with the end of it; he did not 

begin when he made himself known to our fathers, but his being did precede the creation of the 

world, before any created being was formed, and any time settled. (EAG, 1:278) 
His eternity is evident, by the name God gives himself [Ex. 3:14]: ―And God said unto Moses, I 

am that I am; thus shalt thou say to the children of Israel, ‗I Am hath sent me unto you.‘ ―This is the 

name whereby he is distinguished from all creatures; I Am is his proper name. This description being 

in the present tense, shows that his essence knows no past, nor future; if it were he was, it would 

intimate he were not now what he once was; if it were he will be, it would intimate he were not yet 

what he will be; but I Am; I am the only being, the root of all beings; he is therefore, at the greatest 

distance from not being, and that is eternal, (ibid., 1:287) 

Further, 

Eternity is a perpetual duration, which hath neither beginning nor end; time both. Those things 

are said to be time that have a beginning, grow up by degrees, have succession of parts; eternity is 

contrary to time, and is therefore a permanent and immutable state; a perfect possession of life 

without any variation; it comprehends in itself all years, all ages, all periods of ages; it never begins; 

it endures after every duration of time, and never ceaseth; it doth as much outrun time, as it went 

before the beginning of it: time supposeth something before it; but there can be nothing before 

eternity; it were not then eternity, (ibid., 1:279–80) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S ETERNALITY 

Virtually all objections leveled against God‘s timeless eternality are similar to those leveled 

against His immutability (see under main headings above); the heart of the objections against 

God relating to time is that an unchangeable Being cannot relate to a changing world. However, 

time is a computation based on change; hence, if God can relate to a changing world, He would 

have no problem relating to a temporal world, which is a world of change. Nonetheless, a few 

more objections can be discussed at this point. 

Objection One—Based on the Creation of a Temporal World 
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Among other things, all forms of theism believe ―that God has the power to intervene in the 

world, interrupting (if need be) the normal causal sequences‖ (Pinnock, OG, 109). But if God 

can act in time then, argue neotheists, God must be temporal, for whatever acts in the temporal 

world is part of the temporal process, and the temporal process involves a past, a present, and a 

future. When God acted in bringing Israel from Egypt, there was a time before and a time after 

that redemptive act. Thus, God is tainted with time by the very fact that He acts in time. 

Response to Objection One 

First of all, it should be pointed out that there is a difference between saying God created in 

time and that He is the Creator of time. There was no time before God made the temporal world; 

time began with its creation. God ―framed the ages‖ (Heb. 1:2 Rotherdam; cf. John 17:5), so God 

was ontologically prior to time, but not chronologically prior to it. Therefore, this is no 

impediment to God‘s creating a world in time without Himself being temporal. No temporal 

continuum existed before He created the world; hence, it was not necessary for Him to choose a 

moment in time in which to create. Rather, from all eternity, God chose to create the temporal 

continuum itself, which has a beginning. 

It is also worthy of note that it is equally incoherent to speak of God being eternal before 

creation and temporal after creation.
2
 For a theist, creating the world does not change the nature 

of God. The world is not created ex deo (―out of God‖); that is pantheism. And for theism, the 

world is created ex nihilo (―out of nothing‖). Consequently, God does not change ―internally,‖ 

that is, in His essence, by creating something else. The only thing that changes is ―external,‖ the 

relationship of the world to Him. 

Prior to creation, the world had no relationship to God, since it did not exist. At creation and 

after, God became ―Creator‖ for the first time. (It is not possible for God to be a Creator until He 

creates something.) Prior to creation, He was God, but not Creator. That is, at creation God 

gained a new relationship, but not any new attributes. He did not change in His essence, but in 

His external activity. There is no change in what God is, but in what He has done. The change is 

only in the effect, not in the Cause (God), since He caused from eternity all that was later to be 

effected in time. Failure to make this distinction leads to the neotheistic confusion of speaking of 

God changing in His nonessential nature. 

Further, this objection makes the same errors that were noted in the previous response. It 

assumes that to act in time is to be temporal. It does not demonstrate that the Actor is temporal; 

only that His acts are temporal. Classical theists do not deny that God‘s actions are temporal—

they only insist that God‘s attributes are not temporal. God cannot have a ―nonessential‖ nature. 

―Nonessential‖ means something God has but does not need to have. ―Nature‖ is what is 

essential to a thing. For example, human nature is essential to humans; without it we would not 

be human. So a nonessential nature is a contradiction in terms. Since nature means essence, it 

would be a nonessential essence, which is nonsense. 

To state the point another way, even neotheists recognize that there is a real difference 

between an uncreated Creator and a created world. One has no beginning and the other does. One 

has no temporal starting point, and the other does. In this same way, classical theists insist that 

                                                           
2
 William Craig wrote, “We have thus concluded to a personal Creator of the universe who exists changelessly and 
independently prior to creation and in time subsequent to creation” (KCA). However, if this means God is temporal in His Being 
after Creation, then it is difficult to make any sense of it. How can a God who is changeless in His Being change in His Being? If it 
simply means that God is nontemporal in His essence but can create a temporal world that is related to Him after it is created, 
then this is what Aquinas meant. 
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God is beyond time, even though He made time. This should not be difficult to understand. After 

all, every creator is beyond his creation the way an artist is beyond his painting or a composer is 

beyond his composition. As Stephen Charnock put it, 

The eternity of this decreed [creation] did not make the world to be in being and actually created 

from eternity; so God decreed immutably that the world so created should continue for such a time; 

the decree is immutable if the world perish at that time, and would not be immutable if the world did 

endure beyond that time that God hath fixed for the duration of it.… Though there be a change in the 

effects, there is no change in the will [of God]. (EAG, 1:328) 

Objection Two—Based on the Notion That Statements Cannot Be Made About a 

Nontemporal God 

It is argued that no references from our temporal perspective can be made to a nontemporal 

Being: 

(1) All statements made by a temporal being are temporal; 

(2) But God is nontemporal; 

(3) Therefore, none of our statements about God can really apply to Him. 

(Yet we do believe statements can be made about God, such as those in both special revelation 

[the Bible] and general revelation—Rom. 1:19–20; Acts 14:17. See Volume 1, chapter 4.) 

Response to Objection Two 

This objection fails to see that it is not really an argument against all talk about God, but only 

against talking about Him in temporal terms. Of course, a nontemporal Being cannot properly be 

referred to in temporal terms. Neither can an uncreated Being be referred to in terms appropriate 

only to a creature. But the objector believes that the Creator can be spoken of in some terms. So 

rather than eliminate all God-talk, it calls for analogous God-talk (see Volume 1, chapter 9). 

Temporal language does not fit a nontemporal Being. But it does not follow from this that no 

language is appropriately used of a nontemporal God. 

It‘s true that temporal statements cannot be applied to God univocally. If they could, then 

God would have to be nontemporal. On the other hand, unless we are willing to accept the total 

(self-defeating) agnostic view that no statements can be applied to an eternal God (including this 

statement), then we must accept some form of analogy. This is precisely what classical theists 

argue, namely, that all finite and limited temporal conditions must be removed from a term 

before it applies to God. Hence, if we say that God is good, He cannot be good in any temporal 

or changing sense of the term—He can only be eternally and unchangeably good. 

Objection Three—Based on the Incarnation 

The Bible declares that Jesus is God (Col. 2:9; Heb. 1:8) and that He entered this temporal 

world (John 1:14; 1 Tim. 3:16). By simple logic it would seem to follow that in Christ God lived 

a temporal life: To deny this would appear to be a denial of the deity of Christ. But this would 

mean that God is a temporal being—here the Creator became part of His creation. Hence, it 

would seem that the incarnation of God in human flesh is evidence that God, at least in Christ, 
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became a temporal being. In point of fact, the premises seem to be true (according to orthodox 

Christianity), and the conclusion is validly drawn from them: 

(1) God became human in the incarnation of Christ. 

(2) Human beings are by nature temporal beings. 

(3) Therefore, God by nature became a temporal being in the Incarnation. 

Response to Objection Three 

As persuasive as this argument may seem, it is based on an unorthodox assumption, namely, 

that the divine nature became human in the Incarnation. The Eternal did not become temporal, 

nor did the divine nature become human at the Incarnation any more than the human nature 

became divine. As a matter of fact, this is the monophysite heresy condemned at the Council of 

Chalcedon in A.D. 454: It is a confusion of the two natures of Christ. In the Incarnation, the 

divine nature did not become a human nature or vice versa. Rather, the divine person—the 

second person of the Trinity—became human; that is, He assumed a human nature in addition to 

His divine nature. Notice carefully the words of Scripture: ―The Word was God.… The Word 

became flesh and made his dwelling among us‖ (John 1:1, 14, emphasis added). It does not say 

that God became flesh. It is as impossible for God to become man as it is for an infinite to 

become a finite or an uncreated to become created. As Athanasius (c. 293–373) would say, the 

Incarnation was not the subtraction of Deity, but the addition of humanity. God the Son did not 

change His divine nature; rather, He added a distinct human nature to it. So the plausibility of the 

neotheist‘s argument is based on heresy. Once one rejects the monophysite like-error, this 

argument against God‘s immutability falls apart. 

CONCLUSION 

God‘s immutability and eternality are firmly grounded in Scripture, church history, and 

sound reasoning. Contemporary attempts to undermine these fundamental teachings about God 

have not made their case. Other than the fallacious procedure of taking anthropomorphism 

literally, there is no biblical support for a changing God. On the contrary, there are numerous 

affirmations that God does not and cannot change. Furthermore, in the whole history of the 

Christian church until modern times, one looks in vain for any major orthodox teacher who 

affirmed that God can change in His nature. Indeed, there are solid biblical, philosophical, and 

historical arguments from God‘s pure actuality, simplicity, necessity, infinity, and perfection that 

God is unchangeable and eternal by nature. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

GOD‘S IMPASSIBILITY AND INFINITY 

Impassibility is a largely misunderstood and, currently, greatly debated attribute of God. 

Impassibility affirms that God is without changing passions, but it does not deny that He has 

different feelings. 

DEFINITION OF IMPASSIBILITY 

The root meaning of ―impassibility‖ is that God is not passible or subject to passion (im = not 

and passible = having passion). God cannot undergo passion or suffering; nothing in the created 

universe can make God feel pain or inflict misery on Him. 

This does not mean that God has no feelings, but simply that His feelings are not the results 

of actions imposed on Him by others. His feelings flow from His eternal and unchangeable 

nature (see chapter 4). 

Neither does impassible mean immobile: God can and does act. However, others do not 

move Him, for He is the Unmoved Mover of all else. Nor is God ―the Most Moved Mover‖ (see 

Pinnock, MMM); rather, He is the Most Moving Mover, since ultimately everything is moved by 

Him. All action in the universe springs ultimately from God: ―In him we live and move and have 

our being‖ (Acts 17:28). ―He is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he 

himself gives all men life and breath and everything else‖ (Acts 17:25, emphasis added). 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMPASSIBILITY 

The biblical basis for impassibility is found in many verses on His self-sufficiency and 

immutability. 

Verses on God‘s Self-Sufficiency 
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That God cannot be changed by external causes is based in part on His self-sufficiency. 

Scripture affirms repeatedly that God needs absolutely nothing. 

―To the LORD your God belong the heavens, even the highest heavens, the earth and 

everything in it‖ (Deut. 10:14). ―Everything comes from you, and we have given you only what 

comes from your hand‖ (1 Chron. 29:14). ―Can a man be of benefit to God? Can even a wise 

man benefit him? What pleasure would it give the Almighty if you were righteous? What would 

he gain if your ways were blameless?‖ (Job 22:2–3). ―If you sin, how does that affect him? If 

your sins are many, what does that do to him? If you are righteous, what do you give to him, or 

what does he receive from your hand?‖ (Job 35:6–7). ―The earth is the LORD‘s, and everything in 

it, the world, and all who live in it‖ (Ps. 24:1). ―Every animal of the forest is mine, and the cattle 

on a thousand hills.… If I were hungry I would not tell you, for the world is mine, and all that is 

in it‖ (Ps. 50:10–12). ―Who has understood the mind of the LORD, or instructed him as his 

counselor? Whom did the LORD consult to enlighten him, and who taught him the right way? … 

Have you not heard? The LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He 

will not grow tired or weary, and his understanding no one can fathom‖ (Isa. 40:13–14, 28). 

―Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him? For from him and through him and to 

him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen‖ (Rom. 11:35–36). 

Verses on God‘s Immutability 

Not only is God so totally self-sufficient that He is unaffected by anything or anyone else, 

but He is also completely unchanging in His being, will, and purposes. ―God is not a man, that he 

should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind‖ (Num. 23:19). Indeed, ―It is 

impossible for God to lie‖ (Heb. 6:18) or change any other attribute (see chapter 4). Hence, God 

cannot undergo changing feelings; how He feels is determined by His own unchangeable Being. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMPASSIBILITY 

In addition to the biblical basis for impassibility, there are many theological reasons that God 

cannot undergo passion, suffering, or any other change. The most basic ones include the 

following. 

Impassibility Follows From Absolute Perfection 

All passion involves a desire for what is lacking. However, God lacks nothing, since He is 

absolutely perfect (see chapter 14). It follows, therefore, that God cannot have passion. Thus, 

God is not only impassible in that He cannot suffer action upon Himself by another, but He is 

also impassible in the sense that He has no passion or craving for something He does not possess. 

As an absolutely perfect Being, God lacks nothing and, hence, He craves nothing. 

In answer to the question ―What do you give to the person who has everything?‖ the most 

appropriate response is ―Admiration!‖ What can we give to the God who has everything? 

Worship! This is all we can give Him, and this is all He wants (John 4:24). One thing is certain: 

We cannot add to God‘s attributes or perfections by anything we do. We can magnify them, but 

we cannot multiply them. 

Impassibility Follows From Sovereignty 
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As is shown elsewhere (see chapter 23), God is in sovereign control of the entire universe. 

God is over all things and not under anything. What is passible is under something; therefore, 

God is not passible. Put another way, God controls all creation, but creation does not control 

Him. That which is not controlled by anything else cannot be subjugated by anything else. 

Consequently, God does not experience subjugation from any creature; He is literally impassible. 

Impassibility Follows From Uncausality 

Since God is the Cause of all things (including the power of free choice),
1
 He cannot be 

caused by anything. He is the uncaused Cause, and as such He is not caused by anything else. An 

uncaused Cause is never acted upon; rather, it acts upon other things. Whatever undergoes 

suffering is acted upon by another; therefore, God cannot suffer—He is impassible. 

Impassibility Follows From Pure Actuality 

As was demonstrated earlier (in chapter 2), God is Pure Actuality; He has no potentiality. 

Whatever has no potentiality cannot be acted upon by another, for to be acted upon by another 

cause is to have some potentiality that can be actualized. God has no potentiality to be 

actualized; therefore, it follows that God, as Pure Actuality, cannot undergo passion or suffering. 

Impassibility Follows From Immutability 

Also, as noted above, God cannot change. All suffering involves change in the sufferer; 

consequently, God cannot undergo suffering. That suffering involves change is clear from the 

fact that a state of non-suffering is different from a state of suffering. Whatever changes moves 

from a state of potentiality to a state of actuality, and given that God cannot change, it follows 

that He cannot suffer. 

In addition to the strong biblical and theological bases for God‘s impassibility, there is very 

substantial historical confirmation of this doctrine. The evidence begins with the early Fathers 

and continues with some misunderstanding and little interruption until modern times. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMPASSIBILITY 

As with the other attributes of God, the doctrine of impassibility is discussed by numerous 

Fathers of the church as well as the Reformers and Puritan writers. Contrary to what opponents 

are currently saying, the evidence of church history shows that impassibility was held to be true. 

Early Church Fathers on God‘s Impassibility 

                                                           
1
 Free will is a gift of God: He gives the fact of freedom to His moral creatures, and they in turn perform the acts of freedom. 
While the acts are ours, the power to perform those acts comes from God, “for it is God who works in you to will and to act 
according to his good purpose” (Phil. 2:13—see further discussion on sovereignty and free will in Volume 3). The Westminster 
Confession of Faith (1646) states, “Although in relation to the foreknowledge and decree of God, the first cause, all things come 
to pass immutably and infallibly, yet by the same providence he ordereth them to fall out, according to the nature of second 
causes, either necessarily, freely, or contingently.” 
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With commendable insight, even the earliest Fathers of the church were able to see the 

importance of the doctrine of God‘s impassibility. Often this was because of denials (made by 

non-Christians) of this teaching. 

Ignatius (d. c. 110) 

Ignatius wrote in his Letter to Polycarp: ―Look for Him who is above all time, eternal and 

invisible, yet who became visible for our sakes; impalpable and impassible, yet who became 

passible [in His human nature] on our account‖ (LP, 3 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, I). 

Clement of Alexandria (A.D. 150–c. 215) 

Clement wrote in his Miscellanies: ―Be ye perfect as your father, perfectly, by forgiving sins, 

and forgetting injuries, and living in the habit of passionlessness‖ (M, 7:15 in ibid., II). 

Origen (c. 185–c. 254) 

Origen affirmed that ―God is altogether impassible, and is to be regarded as wholly free from 

all affections of that kind‖ (AFC in DP, 2.4.4, Vol. 4:277). He added, 

All these sayings in which God is spoken of as sorrowing or rejoicing or hating or being glad are 

to be understood as uttered by the Scripture after an allegorical and human manner. The divine nature 

is altogether separated from every affection of passion and change, and remains unmoved and 

unshaken forever on that peak of blessedness. (HN, 23.2 in Mozley, IG, 62) 

Irenaeus (c. 125–c. 202) 

Irenaeus wrote against heretics who 

endow Him [God] with human affections and passions. But if they had known the Scriptures, and 

been taught by the truth, they would have known, beyond doubt, that God is not as men are.… For the 

Father of all is at a vast distance from those affections and passions which operate among men. (AH, 

2.13.3 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, I) 

Tertullian (c. 155–c. 225) 

Tertullian devoted an entire chapter in Against Praxis to explaining that the Father did not 

and could not suffer Himself, but all suffering was endured through the Son. (AP, 1.6 in Roberts 

and Donaldson, ANF, III) 

Athenagoras (fl. 2nd century) 

Athenagoras declared, ―God is uncreated, and, impassible, and indivisible‖ (WAPC, 8 in 

Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, II). 

Dionysius of Alexandria (c. 200–264) 

Dionysius insisted that ―God is impassible, immutable, unmovable, active in work, but in 

matter on the contrary subject to passion, changeable, unstable, experiencing modification‖ (in 

Mozley, IG, 72). 

Gregory Thaumaturgus (c. 213–c. 270) 
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Gregory Thaumaturgus,
2
 in his Twelve Topics on the Faith, explicitly addresses the question 

―Is God impassible?‖ with these words: 

If anyone affirms that He who suffered is one, and that He who suffered not is another, and 

refuses to acknowledge that the Word, who is Himself the impassible and unchangeable God, 

suffered in the flesh which He had assumed really, yet without mutation, even as it is written, let him 

be anathema. (TTF, 6 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, VI) 

Novatian (c. 200–c. 258) 

Novatian, in chapter 5, of his treatise on the Trinity, argued that God is not morally corrupted 

by emotions such as anger, wrath, or indignation (CT, 5 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, V). 

Methodius (c. 827–869) 

Methodius, describing the Incarnation, asserts, ―With power He suffered, remaining 

impassible‖ (TFHCPC, 3 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, V). 

Lactantius (c. 240–c. 320) 

Lactantius affirmed ―the perfection of God, His incorruptibility, impassibility and freedom 

from all external control‖ (in Mozley, IG, 48–49). He added, ―There is, then, one God, perfect, 

eternal, incorruptible, incapable of suffering, subject to no circumstance or power‖ (EDI, 3 in op. 

cit., VII). 

Arnobius (fl. 4th century) 

Arnobius, in Seven Books of Arnobius Against the Heathen, stated, ―Our salvation is not 

necessary to Him, so that He would gain anything or suffer any loss, if He either made us divine, 

or allowed us to be annihilated and destroyed by corruption‖ (SBAAH, 2.64 in ibid., VI). 

Salvian the Presbyter (c. 400–480) 

Salvian, commenting on God‘s alleged repentance (in Genesis 6), asserted, ―This does not 

mean that God is affected by emotion or is subject to any passion‖ (in Louth, ACCSOT, 1.127). 

Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Impassibility 

The doctrine of God‘s impassibility was strongly defended by the great Fathers of the Middle 

Ages. From Augustine, through Anselm, and culminating in Aquinas, there was an unbroken 

catena of praise for this attribute of God. 

Augustine 

Augustine declared, 

Although in God there can be no suffering, (1) and ―patience‖ hath its name in patiendo, from 

suffering, yet a patient God we not only faithfully believe, but also wholesomely confess. But the 

patience of God, of what kind and how great it is, His, Whom we say to be impassible, (2) yet not 

                                                           
2
 For a solid treatment of the exchange between Gregory and Theopompus, see Mozley, IG, 63–72. Unfortunately, Gregory’s 

treatise is only available in Syriac and Latin. Mozley provides a brief but incomplete English translation. 
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impatient, nay even most patient, in words to unfold this who can be able? Ineffable is therefore that 

patience, as is His jealousy, as His wrath, and whatever there is like to these. 

He added, 

But be it far from us to surmise that the impassible nature of God is liable to any molestation. But 

like as He is jealous without any darkening of spirit, (3) wroth without any perturbation, pitiful 

without any pain, repenteth Him without any wrongness in Him to be set right; so is He patient 

without aught of passion. (OP, 1) 

Anselm 

Anselm said, 

We affirm that the Divine nature is beyond doubt impassible, and that God cannot at all be 

brought down from his exaltation, nor toil in anything which he wishes to effect. But we say that the 

Lord Jesus Christ is very God and very man, one person in two natures, and two natures in one 

person. [Therefore, when] we speak of God as enduring any humiliation or infirmity, we do not refer 

to the majesty of that nature, which cannot suffer; but to the feebleness of the human constitution 

which he assumed. And so there remains no ground of objection against our faith. In this way we 

intend no debasement of the Divine nature, but we teach that one person is both Divine and human. In 

the incarnation of God there is no lowering of the Deity; but the nature of man we believe to be 

exalted. (CDH, Book 1, chapter 8) 

Thomas Aquinas 

Aquinas wrote, 

The passions in question are in sinners in one way; in the just, both the perfect and the imperfect, 

in another way; in Christ as man in another; and in the first man and the blessed in still another. They 

are not in the angels or in God at all, because in them there is no sense appetite, of which such 

passions are movements. (OT, 26, 8) 

Reformation and Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Impassibility 

The doctrine of God‘s impassibility is not limited to early and medieval Fathers. It continued 

in and through the Reformation to modern times. 

Martin Luther 

Luther‘s statements on this subject are not easy to harmonize. According to Luther‘s so-

called ―theology of the cross,‖ there is no God beyond the God revealed in Jesus. He boldly 

asserts that in Jesus of Nazareth God suffered and was crucified. He is well aware that this is an 

affront to both philosophical thought and political experience, as kings do not voluntarily suffer 

for their subjects. Some believe that Luther‘s theology of the cross allows him to return to the 

―fatherhood‖ of God by which he contrasts the God of the Bible with the God of Greek 

metaphysics. On the one hand, there is God in Himself, the absolute God apart from the world. 

On the other hand, there is the God of Israel, who reveals Himself to us, binds Himself to His 

Word, manifests Himself in Jesus, and limits Himself to our understanding. All this is done for 

us, thus emphasizing God‘s loving relationship with His creatures (Geisler, BFG, 180–81). 

Luther‘s focus on the ―theology of the cross‖ and his strong emphasis of God‘s entering into 

human existence opened him up to the charge of believing that God is passible, rather than 
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impassible, in the incarnation of Christ. At first glance, Luther appears to affirm that God can 

suffer and die. He said, 

We Christians must allow the idiomata [language] of the two natures of Christ, the persons, 

equally and totally. As a result, whatever is said about him as a human being must also be said of him 

as God, namely, ―Christ has died‖—not God in isolation [der abgesonderte Gott], but God united 

with humanity.… For neither of the statements ―Christ is God‖ and ―God has died‖ are true in the 

case of God in isolation; both are false, for then God is not a human being. If it seems strange to 

Nestorius that God should die, he should find it just as strange that God becomes a human being; for 

by doing so, the immortal God becomes that which must die and suffer, and have all the human 

idiomata.… 
If this was not the case, what kind of human being would God have become united to, if it did not 

have truly human idiomata. It would be a phantom [Gespenst], as the Manicheans taught earlier. On 

the other hand, whatever is said of God must also be attributed to the human being.… ―God created 

the world and is almighty,‖ and the human being Christ is God; therefore, the human being Christ 

created the world and is almighty.‖ The reason for this is that since God and the human being have 

become one person, this person bears the idiomata of both natures in consequence. (Luther 1959, ET, 

175) 

Elsewhere he added that ―because divinity and humanity are one Person in Christ, Scripture, 

because of this personal union, ascribes also to divinity everything that happens to humanity and 

vice versa‖ (ibid., 170). 

Conversely, though, Luther makes this clarification elsewhere: ―You must immediately say 

that the Person (meaning Christ) suffers and dies. Now the Person is true God; therefore it is 

correctly said: The Son of God suffers. For although the one part
3
 … namely, the divinity, does 

not suffer, yet the Person, who is God, suffers in the other part, namely, in His humanity‖ (ibid., 

170–71, emphasis added). 

Were it not for this explanation by Luther, we might understand him to be unorthodox on the 

issue of God‘s impassibility. The confusion lies with his strong words against nestorianism and 

his disagreement with Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) on alloeosis, so that he did not express 

himself as clearly as we would desire, but there is no doubt in Luther‘s subsequent words that he 

held to the historic teaching of the church and the Scriptures on the doctrine of God‘s 

impassibility. Noted Lutheran theologian Francis Pieper says of Luther‘s view: 

It is these definite doctrines of Scripture and not human speculation, which the Formula of 

Concord, Luther, and the Lutheran dogmaticians teach, when in agreement with the Scripture 

passages that ascribe to the Son of God‘s suffering and death. This suffering, in the assumed human 

nature, however, is the suffering of the Son of God, since the human nature does not constitute a 

separate person, but belongs to the Person of the Son of God. (CD, Volume 2, 140, emphasis added) 

In other words, Luther affirmed that the person of Christ suffered through His human nature; 

in saying so, Luther was not affirming the heretical notion of patripassianism (that the Father 

suffered),
4
 but rather he was affirming the orthodox notion of Christ suffering in the flesh. 

Therefore, when one states ―God suffered,‖ it is true in one sense and false in another sense. It is 

true in the sense that the second person of the Godhead, Christ, suffered through His human 

nature. However, it is false if what is meant is that any other person in the Godhead suffered, for 

                                                           
3
 When Luther says “part,” he means nature. 

4
 Patripassianism is a theological heresy that arose during the third century. This false belief stated that when Christ suffered, 

the Father suffered as well. 
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the divine nature is impassible, and neither the Father nor the Holy Spirit has a human nature 

through which either of them can suffer. 

John Calvin 

Calvin explained biblical expressions about God‘s suffering as anthropomorphisms, claiming 

that God‘s repentance is 

the very same that is meant by the other forms of expression, by which God is described to us 

humanly. Because our weakness cannot reach his height, any description which we receive of him 

must be lowered to our capacity in order to be intelligible. And the mode of lowering is to represent 

him not as he really is, but as we conceive him. 

Likewise, 

Though he is incapable of every feeling of perturbation, he declares that he is angry with the 

wicked. Wherefore, as when we hear that God is angry, we ought not to imagine that there is any 

emotion in him, but ought rather to consider the mode of speech accommodated to our sense, God 

appearing to us like one inflamed and irritated whenever he exercises Judgment, so we ought not to 

imagine any thing more under the term repentance than a change of action, men being wont to testify 

their dissatisfaction by such a change. (ICR, 1.17.12–13) 

Jacob Arminius 

Summarizing many of the metaphysical attributes of God, Arminius wrote, 

It follows that this essence is simple and infinite; from this, that it is eternal and immeasurable; 

and, lastly, that it is unchangeable, impassable and incorruptible, in the manner in which it has been 

proved by us in our public theses on this subject. (WJA, Volume 2, Disputation 15.7) 

In Disputation IV, Article XVII, Arminius said, 

Impassability is a pre-eminent mode of the Essence of God, according to which it is devoid of all 

suffering or feeling; not only because nothing can act against this Essence, for it is of infinite Being 

and devoid of an external cause; but likewise because it cannot receive the act of anything, for it is of 

simple Entity. THEREFORE, Christ has not suffered according to the Essence of his Deity (ibid., 

2:117) 

Article XIII reads, 

From the Simplicity and Infinity of the Divine sense, arises Infinity with regard to time, which is 

called ―Eternity‖; and with regard to place, which is called ―Immensity,‖ Impassability, Immutability, 

and Incorruptibility. (ibid., 2:116) 

Francis Turretin 

Reformed theologian Francis Turretin shared with John Calvin the same basic understanding 

of God‘s supposed repentance: 

Repentance is attributed to God after the manner of men (anthropopathos) but must be 

understood after the manner of God (theoprepos): not with respect to his counsel, but to the event; not 

in reference to his will, but to the thing willed; not to affection and internal grief, but to the effect and 

external work because he does what a penitent man usually does. If repentance concerning the 
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creation of man (which he could not undo) is ascribed to God (Genesis 6:6–7), it must be understood 

not pathetically, but energetically. (IET, 1:206.XI) 

Jonathan Edwards 

Although Edwards did not treat the topic as such, he held that God‘s counsel stands fast, and 

so does His happiness. Edwards taught that God‘s will is always done; it follows that God is 

infinitely happy. Therefore, the misery of men, which must fall within the will of God, cannot 

destroy the divine happiness but must be a part of it (in Gerstner, RBTJE, 2:61). 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S IMPASSIBILITY 

While there has been both misunderstanding and neglect on this important attribute of God, 

especially in more recent times; nonetheless, it has been a consistent and confessional part of 

orthodox belief about God from the beginning. Not until the recent inroads of process thought 

into Christianity has there been a concerted effort to undermine this teaching. This has come 

mostly from those influenced by panentheism and neotheism (see Volume 1, chapters 2 and 5). 

Objection One—Based on Christ‘s Atonement 

Evangelicals hold that Christ is God (John 1:1; Heb. 1:8; Col. 2:9) and affirm that He 

suffered on the cross (1 Peter 2:24; 3:18; Isa. 53:3–5).
5
 Given that these are both true, some insist 

that God suffered on the cross. If He did, then God is not impassible. 

It is claimed that impassibility is the most dubious of the divine attributes, because it suggests 

that God does not experience sorrow, sadness, or pain. Impassibility appears to deny that God is 

touched by the feelings of our infirmities, despite what the Bible says about His love and His 

sorrow. How can God be loving and yet not be pained by evil? How can God be impassible 

when God the Son experienced suffering and death? (see Pinnock, OG, 118). 

Response to Objection One 

In response to this objection, one need only point to the orthodox belief in the ―hypostatic 

union‖ of two natures in one person. The historic creeds affirm that these should neither be 

separated (as in nestorianism) nor confused (as in monophysitism); this objection does the latter. 

Jesus had two distinct natures, one divine and the other human. He suffered in and through the 

latter, not the former. He who suffered was the God-man, yet He did not suffer as God, but as 

man. 

As mentioned previously, this objection is akin to the third-century heresy called 

patripassianism (lit: ―Father-suffering‖), which asserts that the Father suffered on the cross when 

Jesus did. This view fails to recognize that the divine nature did not undergo suffering; only one 

person (Christ), who also shares the divine nature with the Father and the Holy Spirit, suffered 

on the cross—and that in His human nature. God did not suffer on the cross; only the second 

person of the Godhead suffered. To claim otherwise is to confuse the two natures of Christ and to 

fall into heresy. 

                                                           
5
 For other verses affirming that Jesus actually suffered, see Matt. 17:12; Acts 3:18; 26:23; Heb. 2:10; 5:7–8. 
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Objection Two—Based on the Personhood of God 

The commonly accepted definition of a person is one who has intellect, emotions (feelings), 

and will. Both sides of the impassibility dispute agree that there is personhood in God. All three 

members of the Trinity are persons, and if this is so, then the Trinity, as persons, must be able to 

undergo emotions (including suffering). Hence, acknowledging personhood in God is a tacit 

agreement that God—all three persons—can suffer. 

Response to Objection Two 

In reply to this objection, two things must be noted. 

First, we must agree that God does have feelings, as numerous verses indicate. 

Second, it is equally important to point out that God does not change (see chapter 4). From 

this it follows that God cannot undergo changing feelings; that is, God is impassible. 

However, this does not mean that God has no feelings: He has unchanging feelings. Indeed, 

He even has different feelings. He always feels good about our being good, and He always feels 

bad about our being bad. Further, God does not change when we repent: He always feels the 

same about the same. When we change, God does not change. We simply move under another 

unchangeable attribute of God. 

For example, God feels bad about our badness; when we change, God feels good about our 

new state of being good. As noted above, God experiences feelings, but not in the way we 

experience them. He experiences them in accordance with His own nature—in an active, eternal, 

and unchangeable way. In short, like other relations to His creatures, God is not reactive, but 

proactive in His feelings. 

Objection Three—Based on Biblical Statements About God‘s Feelings 

The Bible makes it evident that God has feelings: God‘s Spirit is grieved at sin (Eph. 4:30); 

God hates evil (Ps. 45:7); God‘s jealousy burns with anger against sin (Deut. 29:20). 

Zechariah declared, ―This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‗I am very jealous for Zion; I am 

burning with jealousy for her.‘ ‖ Further, God is said to be pleased by faith (Heb. 11:6). How, 

then, can God be impassible (without passion)? 

Response to Objection Three 

In response, it should again be emphasized that God has feelings, but these feelings are 

unchangeable. There are two different senses in which God has feelings. He feels in the sense of 

perception, but not in the sense of passion. He has sensitivity, but no sentimentality. In summary, 

He has unchanging feelings, not changing feelings. 

Objection Four—Based on Alleged Origin in Greek Philosophy 

Proponents of God‘s passibility attempt to defend their view historically in two ways. 

First, in general they argue that Greek philosophy, not the Bible, is the basis for classical 

theism‘s view on impassibility. 

Second, they attempt to find some antecedents for their deviant view in the writings of the 

church Fathers. In these ways they attempt to justify their denial of God‘s impassability. 
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Response to Objection Four 

The same arguments are used against God‘s eternality and immutability, to which response 

has already been made (see chapter 4). It is sufficient to note here that this view is not true. As 

shown above, God‘s impassibility is derived from sound understanding of the biblical and 

theological data apart from any thought borrowed from Greek theology. Furthermore, the roots 

of biblical theism are not found anywhere in Greek thought; as we have seen, no Greeks had an 

infinite personal God, to say nothing of a triune God of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Objection Five—Based on Luther‘s ―Theology of the Cross‖ 

As noted above, Martin Luther referred to the suffering of Christ being inclusive of His 

divine nature as well as His human nature. 

Response to Objection Five 

This is a very weak historical support for God‘s passibility for several reasons. 

First, even if this is what Luther meant, he would have been the first major orthodox teacher 

in the history of Christianity to hold such a view. 

Second, it is not clear that Luther meant to affirm God‘s passibility so much as to refute 

nestorianism, which denied that the one and the same Jesus who died was both God and man. 

Third, Luther makes other statements to the contrary (see above). 

Fourth, as shown above, Lutheran theologians, such as Francis Pieper, deny this view and 

affirm God‘s impassibility. 

THE INFINITY OF GOD 

The Meaning of God‘s Infinity 

The term infinite (―not-finite‖) is negative in form, but it denotes a positive attribute of God. 

God is literally limitless in His Being: He is without boundaries, a Being beyond the limits of the 

created universe. It is only because of the finite nature of our concepts that this positive attribute 

must be expressed in negative terms (see chapter 1). 

God‘s infinity should be distinguished from other concepts of ―infinite.‖ God is not an 

infinite such as is found in mathematics, where there are an infinite number of points between A 

and B; this is an abstract infinite, not a concrete one, as God is. God is infinite in a metaphysical 

way, not in a mathematical way; He is an actual infinite Being, not an abstract one. 

Further, God is not an infinite series of real things; He is not an endless series of moments, 

for example, of one after another. At best, this would only be a potential infinite—where one 

more could always be added. God is neither a series of moments nor is He capable of being 

added to them. He is actually Infinite Being (not a series) and cannot be added to in any way. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S INFINITY 

The biblical grounds for God‘s infinity are derived from the fact that He is beyond the finite 

world—He is the Creator and Sustainer of it. ―In the beginning God created the heavens and the 



 
401 

earth‖ (Gen. 1:1). ―Will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot 

contain you‖ (1 Kings 8:27). ―Great is our Lord and mighty in power; his understanding has no 

limit‖ (Ps. 147:5). ―Can you probe the limits of the Almighty? They are higher than the 

heavens—what can you do? They are deeper than the depths of the grave—what can you know? 

Their measure is longer than the earth and wider than the sea‖ (Job 11:7–9). ―In the year that 

King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe 

filled the temple‖ (Isa. 6:1). ―Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand, or with the 

breadth of his hand marked off the heavens? Who has held the dust of the earth in a basket, or 

weighed the mountains on the scales and the hills in a balance?‖ (Isa. 40:12). ― ‗For my thoughts 

are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,‘ declares the LORD. As the heavens are 

higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your 

thoughts‘ ‖ (Isa. 55:8–9). ―This is what the high and lofty One says—he who lives forever, 

whose name is holy‖ (Isa. 57:15). ―This is what the LORD says: ‗Heaven is my throne, and the 

earth is my footstool. Where is the house you will build for me? Where will my resting place be? 

Has not my hand made all these things, and so they came into being?‘ ‖ (Isa. 66:1–2). ―Oh, the 

depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and 

his paths beyond tracing out!‖ (Rom. 11:33). ―He is before all things, and in him all things hold 

together‖ (Col. 1:17). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S INFINITY 

The infinity of God flows from several other attributes, such as His pure actuality, 

uncausality, simplicity, omnipotence, and omniscience. 

Infinity Follows From Pure Actuality 

God is Pure Actuality (see chapter 2), and pure actuality has no potentiality (potency)—if it 

did, it would not be pure actuality. Potency is what limits actuality, since actuality as such is 

unlimited and unique. For example, what limits the amount of water that a gallon jug can hold is 

its potentiality to hold only a gallon and no more. When all limits are removed, capacity is 

unlimited. By nature, pure actuality has no limits—it is infinite. 

Infinity Follows From Uncausality 

Everything that is caused is limited, for if to be caused means to have some potentiality 

actualized, then everything that is caused has a limitation. Whatever is uncaused is unlimited; 

hence, God, as the uncaused Cause of all that is caused to exist, must be unlimited in His 

existence. As established previously, everything else that exists merely has existence; only God 

is existence, pure and simple. What is existence is unlimited in its existence; thus, God is 

unlimited or infinite existence. 

Infinity Follows From Simplicity 

God is a simple (or uncomposed) Being: He has no parts, poles, or dimensions, and He is 

without parts or particles. What He is, He is in an undivided and uncomposed way (see chapter 

2). This being the case, whatever God ―has,‖ that He is. If He ―has‖ knowledge, then He is 
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knowledge, and if He ―has‖ power, then He is power, and so on. God ―has‖ being; that is, He 

exists. Hence, God is Being (existence) in an unlimited (infinite) way. 

Infinity Follows From Omnipotence 

What is omnipotent is infinite in power. The Bible describes God as being infinite in power, 

namely, omnipotent (see chapter 7). However, if God is simple, His power is identical with His 

Being, for again, whatever God ―has,‖ that He is. Therefore, if God is infinite in His power, then 

He must be infinite in His Being. 

Infinity Follows From Omniscience 

The same argument can be made from God‘s omniscience. The Bible affirms that God is 

infinite in His knowledge (see chapter 8). His knowledge is identical to His Being; consequently, 

God must be infinite in His Being. As Stephen Charnock put it, 

God knows all things from eternity, and, therefore, perpetually knows them; the reason is because 

the Divine knowledge is infinite, and therefore, comprehends all knowable truths at once. (Turretin, 

IET, 323) 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S INFINITY 

The Greek ―gods‖ of Plato and Aristotle were finite beings: They were limited in their very 

nature. In fact, they were not gods, since they were not worshiped; rather, they were ultimate 

metaphysical principles. By contrast, the God of the biblical prophets and apostles is infinite 

(unlimited) in His Being. This conviction is firmly rooted in Scripture and good reason as well as 

unanimously expressed by the orthodox Fathers of the church. 

Early Church Fathers on God‘s Infinity 

The patristic Fathers may not have been systematic theologians, but they were more 

theologically astute than is often recognized. Finite godism (see Volume 1, chapter 2) was Greek 

in origin, and the earliest Fathers saw clearly that it was unchristian. 

Ignatius 

Ignatius said, ―There is no one superior to God, or even like to Him, among all the beings 

that exist‖ (EIS, 9 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, I). 

Irenaeus 

Irenaeus affirmed, 

If, however, any one does not discover the cause of all those things which become objects of 

investigation, let him reflect that man is infinitely inferior to God; that he has received grace only in 

part, and is not yet equal or similar to his Maker; and, moreover, that he cannot have experience or 

form a conception of all things like God. (AH in ibid., 2.25.3) 

Tatian (120–173) 
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Tatian wrote, 

Our God did not begin in time: He alone is without beginning, and He Himself is the beginning of 

all things. God is a Spirit, not pervading matter, but the Maker of material spirits, and of the forms 

that are in matter, He is invisible, impalpable, being Himself the Father of both sensible and invisible 

things. Him we know from His creation, and apprehend His invisible power by His works. (AG, 4, in 

ibid., 2.119) 

Theophilus 

Theophilus asserted, 

He [God] is without beginning, because he is unbegotten; and He is unchangeable, because he is 

immortal. And he is called God on account of His having placed all things on security afforded by 

Himself.… But He is Lord, because He rules over the universe; Father, because he is before all 

things; Fashioner and Maker, because He is creator and maker of the universe; the Highest, because 

of His being above all. (TA, 1.4 in ibid., 2.163) 

The Medieval Fathers on God‘s Infinity 

The infinity of God is set forth both clearly and emphatically by the great teachers of the 

Middle Ages. From Augustine through Aquinas, the doctrine was both declared and defended. 

Augustine 

As we have seen, Augustine affirmed, 

It is that absolute ―IS,‖ that true ―IS,‖ that ―IS‖ in the true sense of the word, that I long for; that 

―IS‖; which ―is‖ in that ―Jerusalem‖ which is ―the Bride‖ of my Lord; where there will not be death, 

there will not be failing; there will be a day that passeth not away, but continueth: which has neither a 

yesterday to precede it, nor a tomorrow pressing close upon it. (EBP, 39.8) 

He added, 

Because I said, ―I Am WHO I AM‖ … thou didst understand what Being is, and thou hast 

despaired to grasp it. Take hope, ―I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob‖; 

thus I am what I am, thus I am Being itself, thus I am with Being itself, so that I may not will to be 

wanting to men. (SNTL, 7.7) 

―For all substance that is not a created thing is God, and all that is not created is God‖ (OT, 

1.6). 

Thomas Aquinas 

It is against the nature of a made thing for its essence to be its own existence; because subsisting 

being is not a created being; hence it is against the nature of a made thing to be absolutely infinite. 

Therefore, as God, although He has infinite power, cannot make a thing to be not made … so likewise 

He cannot make anything to be absolutely infinite. (ST, la.7.2 ad 1) 

Aquinas went on, ―The fact that the being of God is self-subsisting, not received in any other, 

and is thus called infinite, shows Him to be distinguished from all other beings, and all others are 

to be apart from Him‖ (ibid., la.7.1 ad 3). 
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The Reformation Teachers on God‘s Infinity 

The Reformers had no reason to question God‘s infinity, nor did they. In fact, they repeated 

both the truth and importance of what their theological predecessors had set forth before them. 

Martin Luther 

Luther wrote, 

This proud and conceited spirit.… reveals his crude and stupid ideas when he conceives of God‘s 

omnipresence as if God were an immense, expansive Being which fills all the world and extends even 

beyond it, like a bag so full of straw that the straw sticks out at the top and at the bottom; just as 

though God were present everywhere according to the first, the corporeal, comprehensible manner.… 

But this is not our language. On the contrary, we deny that God is such an extended, long, broad, 

thick, high, low Being. We rather contend that God is a supernatural, unfathomable Being, who at one 

and the same time is in every little kernel of grain and also in and above and outside all creatures.… 

Nothing so large, God is still larger; nothing so short, God is still shorter; nothing so long, God is still 

longer; nothing so wide, God is still wider; nothing so narrow, God is still narrower, etc. In a word, 

God is an inexpressible Being, above and beyond everything that may be said or thought. (LW, 542–

43) 

John Calvin 

Calvin affirmed, ―God, in his infinite mercy, having determined to redeem us, became 

himself our Redeemer in the person of his only begotten Son‖ (ICR 2.12.2). 

His [St. Paul‘s] object was to intimate, that what our mind embraces by faith is every way infinite, 

that this kind of knowledge far surpasses all understanding.… The ―mystery which has been hid from 

ages and from generations‖ is now ―made manifest to the saints‖ (Colossians 1:26—ibid., 3.2.14). 

Calvin continued, 

The nature of God in himself is infinite, invisible, eternal, almighty; whence it follows that they 

are mistaken who ascribe to God a visible form. In his one essence there are three persons, the Father, 

the Son, and the Holy Spirit‖ (ICR, 100, ―Aphorisms,‖ 1.8, emphasis added). 

The Post-Reformation Teachers on God‘s Infinity 

In the post-Reformation period, the strong tradition of affirming God‘s infinity continued 

until recent times. Under the influence of contemporary process theology, some evangelicals 

have bailed ship on this classical attribute; nonetheless, their predecessors in the post-

Reformation period came down strongly in favor of God‘s infinity. 

Jacob Arminius 

Arminius wrote, 

Hence, it follows that this essence is simple and infinite; from this, that it is eternal and 

immeasurable; and, lastly, that it is unchangeable, impassable and incorruptible, in the manner in 

which it has been proved by us in our public theses on this subject. (WJA, 2:117) 

Jonathan Edwards 
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Edwards declared, 

Putting these things together, the infinitely holy GOD.… is a Being who is all possible virtue, in 

the most absolute purity and perfection, brightness and amiableness, the most perfect pattern of 

virtue, and from whom all the virtue of other is but as a beam from the sun. (WJE, 1.41) 

Francis Turretin 

Once again, Turretin affirmed, 

The infinity of God follows his simplicity and is equally diffused through the other attributes of 

GOD, and by it the divine nature is conceived as free from all limit in imperfection: as to essence (by 

incomprehensibility) and as to duration (by eternity) and as to circumscription, in reference to place 

(by immensity). We here treat the first, leaving the others for future consideration. (IET, 194) 

He added, 

The orthodox attribute absolute infinity to GOD with respect to essence. In the first place, 

Scripture clearly teaches it: ―Great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised,‖ and of his greatness there is 

application to the most simple God, but of the greatness, or better the infinity, of essence and virtue, 

(ibid., 195) 

This is known from God‘s perfectness, 

For since he has every perfection which can be possessed, it is evident that nothing can be 

conceived better and more perfect. Thus he must necessarily be infinite because an infinite good is 

better than a finite [one]. (ibid.) 

Stephen Charnock 

Charnock insisted, 

If God were not a Spirit, he could not be infinite. All bodies are of a finite nature; everybody is 

material, and every material thing is terminated. The sun, a vast body, hath a bounded greatness; the 

heavens of a mighty bulk, yet have their limits. If God had a body he must consist of parts, those parts 

would be bounded and limited, and whatsoever is limited is of a finite virtue, and therefore below an 

infinite nature. Reason therefore tells us, that the most excellent nature, as God is, cannot be of a 

corporeal condition; because of the limitation and other actions which belong to every body. (EAG, I, 

185–86) 

Charnock affirmed, 

We cannot have an adequate or suitable conception of God: He dwells in inaccessible light; 

inaccessible to the acuteness of our fancy, as well as the weakness of our sense. If we could have 

thoughts of him, as high and excellent as his nature, our conceptions must be as infinite as his nature. 

(EAG, 1:196) 

Summarizing God‘s statement to Job, Charnock wrote, ― ‗I am that I am‘; a simple, pure, 

uncompounded being, without any created mixture; as infinitely above the being of creatures as 

above the conceptions of creatures [Job 37:23]‖ (ibid., 1:182–83). 

He added, 

Our time is but a small drop, as sand to all the atoms and small particles of which the world is 

made; but God is an unbounded sea of being. ―I am that I am‖; i.e., an infinite life; I have not that 
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now, which I had not formerly; I shall not afterwards have that which I have not now; I am that in 

every moment which I was, and will be in all moments of time, (ibid., 1:287) 

R. L. Dabney (1820–1898) 

Dabney said, 

Attributes are wholly without bounds. Some divines, indeed, of modern schools, would deny that 

we mean anything by the term, asserting that infinitude is an idea which the human mind cannot have 

at all. They employ Sir W. Hamilton‘s well-known argument that ―the finite mind cannot think the 

unconditioned; because to think it is to limit it.‖ It has always seemed to me that the plain truth on 

this subject is, that man‘s mind does apprehend the idea of infinitude (else whence the word?), but 

that it cannot comprehend it. It knows that there is the infinite; it cannot fully know what it is. God is 

absolutely without bound, as to His substance (immense), as to His duration (eternal), as to His 

knowledge (omniscience), as to His will (omnipotence), as to His moral perfections (holiness). It is an 

infinite essence. (LST, 173) 

William G. T. Shedd (1820–1894) 

Shedd held: 

The Infinity of God is the Divine essence viewed as having no bounds, or limits. And since 

limitation implies imperfection, the infinity of God implies that he is perfect in every respect in which 

he is infinite. If knowledge in any being has bounds, it is imperfect knowledge; if holiness has 

degrees or limits in any rational spirit, it is imperfect holiness. Yet finite holiness is real excellence, 

and limited knowledge is real knowledge. The finiteness of holiness does not convert it into sin; 

neither does the limitedness of knowledge convert it into error, or untruth. The imperfection or 

limitation of the finite relates not to quality, but to quantity. Infinity is a general term denoting a 

characteristic belonging to all the communicable attributes of God. His power, his knowledge, his 

veracity is infinite. It also characterizes the being of God, as well as his attributes. His essence is 

infinite. In this respect, infinity is like eternity and immutability. These latter, like the former, pervade 

the essence and all the communicable attributes. (DT, 339) 

The Westminster Shorter Catechism 

This catechism (Q. 4) defines God to be a Spirit who is ―infinite, eternal, and unchangeable,‖ 

first in his essential ―being,‖ then in his ―wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.‖ 

The Divine infinity is taught in Job 11:7–9 (KJV): ―Canst thou by searching find out God? canst 

thou find out the Almighty unto perfection? It is as high as heaven; what canst thou do? deeper 

than hell; what canst thou know? The measure thereof is longer than the earth, and broader than 

the sea.‖ 

John Miley 

Miley said, 

The doctrine of an infinite essence of being should be carefully guarded in both thought and 

expression. Otherwise it may become the foundation of pantheism. In all true theism the divine 

essence is pure, absolute spirit. All sense of magnitude or spatial extension is alien to such a nature, 

and should be excluded from our notion of the divine ubiquity. (ST, 218) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S INFINITY 
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Many objections have been leveled against God‘s infinity. Among these, the following are 

the most significant. All are capable of answers from a biblical theistic perspective. 

Objection One—Based on the Impossibility of Another Being 

It is argued by monists (see Volume 1, chapter 2) that if God is infinite, there could be 

nothing else, for it is impossible to have more than an infinite, which there would be if there 

were an infinite Being plus one or more beings. There are beings other than God—for example, 

me. My existence is undeniable, since I cannot deny it without existing to make the denial. 

Further, it is clear that I am not infinite in my knowledge, since I doubt, make mistakes, 

learn, and come to know. But an infinite Intelligence cannot do any of these things, and if both 

an infinite Mind (God) and a finite mind (me) exist, then there is more than an infinite. This is 

impossible; hence, if I (who have a finite mind) exist, then God cannot be infinite. In other 

words, to have two or more beings in the universe, both must be finite: If there is an infinite 

Being, then there is no room for another being. In short, infinite means All, and it is impossible 

to have more than All. 

Response to Objection One 

In response, finite creatures are not more than God; they are simply other than God. So there 

is not more than All. Further, when an infinite Being creates other beings, there is not more 

being; there are only more who have being. In the same way when a teacher teaches a class, there 

is not more knowledge, there are only more who have it. All finite beings share being only 

because God gave it to them: ―In him we live and move and have our being‖ (Acts 17:28). 

God gives being, but He does not give away being, just as when an instructor gives 

knowledge he doesn‘t give away his knowledge. When a creature gets being, he gets it by 

participation; that is, he has it as an effect of God, not as being part of the infinite Cause (God). 

An infinite Being cannot have parts, since an infinite number of parts is not possible. 

Consequently, finite beings are other than God, but they are not more than God. 

In fact, the very idea of ―more‖ implies that God is not really an infinite Being, for an infinite 

Being does not have parts or quantities of being: He is Being, pure and simple. Hence, it is 

meaningless to speak of ―more than God.‖ However, there can be beings who are other than God 

without being more, since this is speaking about kind of being, not quantity of being. There is no 

contradiction in having a finite being and an Infinite Being, since they are different in kind. 

There can be only one Being with pure actuality, but there can be many beings if the others are 

composed of actuality and potentiality, since each has a different potentiality. 

Objection Two—Based on an Infinite As a Class of One 

It will be remembered (from Volume 1, chapter 2) that the monist Parmenides (fl. c. 485 

B.C.) argued that it is impossible to have two or more beings, since they have nothing by which 

they could differ. If there were two beings, they would have to differ by either being or 

nonbeing. But they cannot differ by nothing, since to differ by nothing is not to differ at all. 

Response to Objection Two 
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It was shown that this argument does not follow, since it assumes (without proof) that all 

beings are the same; that is, it assumes a univocal concept of being versus an analogical one (see 

Volume 1, chapter 9). If there are different kinds of being (e.g., infinite and finite) that are 

analogous but not identical, then there can be more than one being: One can be infinite and the 

other(s) finite; one can be Pure Actuality and the other(s) a composition of actuality and 

potentiality; one can be Being and the other (s) have being. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Along with the other classical attributes of God, God‘s impassibility and infinity have a firm 

grounding in Scripture, theology, and church history. (Exceptions are late and explainable.) 

Indeed, to deny these attributes by claiming that God is finite or that He undergoes changing 

feelings is unorthodox. Contemporary objections to these attributes are founded in an unjustified 

process theology and anthropomorphism. They are answerable, as the above discussion indicates. 
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In addition to being eternal, God is also immaterial. Along with being nontemporal, God is also 

nonspatial. He is absolute Spirit, and as such He has no body and is not extended in space. While 

all orthodox Christians confess God‘s immateriality, many cults have denied it. 

GOD‘S IMMATERIALITY 

Positively put, God is pure Spirit. Believers are even forbidden to make any physical image 

of God (Ex. 20:4). God is not composed of matter, nor is He corporeal (made of body). Few, if 

any, orthodox scholars have ever challenged this. 

Strangely, though, one noted evangelical has ventured recently to break this venerable 

tradition with a shocking theological innovation: ―If he [God] is with us in the world, if we are to 

take biblical metaphors seriously, is God in some way embodied?‖ He answers positively, ―I do 

not believe that the idea is as foreign to the Bible as we have assumed.‖ Further, ―Is there 

perhaps something in God that corresponds with embodiment? Having a body is certainly not a 

negative thing, because it makes it possible for us to be agents. Perhaps God‘s agency would be 

easier to envisage if he were in some way corporeal.‖ He adds, ―I do not feel obligated to assume 

that God is a purely spiritual being when his self-revelation does not suggest it‖ (Pinnock, 

MMM, 33–34, emphasis added). The evidence, as we shall see, is overwhelmingly to the 

contrary. 

THE DEFINITION OF IMMATERIALITY 

Immaterial literally means non-material. This, of course, raises the question of what matter 

is. Humanity‘s understanding of matter has undergone considerable change over the centuries. 

Some Greek philosophers (called atomists) thought of matter as made up of hard little pellets of 

reality known as atoms. Modern science has knocked a lot of the stuff out of matter, speaking of 

it more in terms of physical energy. Einstein‘s famous e=mc
2
 states that energy equals mass 

times the speed of light squared. 

Regardless of the precise nature of matter, what is commonly understood as matter has 

certain characteristics—these will enable us to understand what God is not when He is said to be 

non-material. Besides being finite (limited), matter is said to be extended in space and, 

traditionally, this meant to have part outside of part. Matter is that which occupies space; no two 

particles can be in the same location. The current conception of matter is rather like Swiss 

cheese. Even so, it contains some mass and particles that cause it to be extended in space. 

Another property of matter, as currently conceived, is that it is subject to the second law of 

thermodynamics: The material universe is running out of usable energy. In addition to mass and 

physical energy, light and physical forces (such as gravity and magnetism) are also part of the 

physical universe. In all these senses of the word material, God is not material. From an 

observational point of view, much of matter is visible; hence, the biblical description of God as 

―invisible‖ (Col. 1:15; Heb. 11:3) also implies that He is immaterial. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMATERIALITY 
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Many biblical texts affirm that God is immaterial. In addition, all these verses indicate God is 

beyond the world (see chapter 22); the fact that He created the material universe implies He is 

not material. 

―In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth‖ (Gen. 1:1). ―You shall not make for 

yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters 

below‖ (Ex. 20:4). God said, ―You cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live‖ (Ex. 

33:20). ―Will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain 

you‖ (1 Kings 8:27). ―This is what the Lord says: ‗Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my 

footstool. Where is the house you will build for me? Where will my resting place be? Has not my 

hand made all these things, and so they came into being?‘ ‖ (Isa. 66:1–2). ―Look at my hands and 

my feet. It is I [Jesus] myself! Touch me and see; a ghost [spirit] does not have flesh and bones, 

as you see I have‖ (Luke 24:39). ―No one has seen God at any time‖ (John 1:18 NKJV). ―God is 

spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth‖ (John 4:24). 

―For since the creation of the world God‘s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine 

nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are 

without excuse‖ (Rom. 1:20). ―He [Jesus] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all 

creation‖ (Col. 1:15). ―Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and 

glory for ever and ever‖ (1 Tim. 1:17). ―By faith he left Egypt, not fearing the king‘s anger; he 

persevered because he saw him who is invisible‖ (Heb. 11:27). ―Moreover, we have all had 

human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we 

submit to the Father of our spirits and live!‖ (Heb. 12:9). ―You have come to God, the judge of 

all men, to the spirits of righteous men made perfect‖ (Heb. 12:23). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMATERIALITY 

Not only Scripture but sound reasoning supports the belief that God is immaterial. This 

conclusion can be drawn from several other attributes of God. 

Pure Actuality Implies Immateriality 

God is Pure Actuality (see chapter 2). Pure Act has no potentiality, while matter has the 

potential to change (and does undergo changes). For example, matter changes from usable to 

nonusable energy under the forces described by the second law of thermodynamics. Therefore, 

God cannot be material: If He were, then He would have the potentiality to change, just as the 

universe has (and does). 

Immutability Implies Immateriality 

For similar reasons, God cannot be material because He cannot change (see chapter 4). 

Matter can and does change; hence, God cannot be material. If God were material, He would be 

subject to the second law, meaning He would be running down. Since God is infinite, eternal, 

and immutable, He cannot be running down; thus, He cannot be material as the universe is (cf. 

Heb. 1:11–12). 

Simplicity Implies Immateriality 
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God is simple (or indivisible—see chapter 2). What is simple has no parts (or divisibility), 

but matter has parts; it is divisible. Therefore, God is not material. 

Infinity Implies Immateriality 

God is the infinite Being (see chapter 5), and the infinite cannot be divided into parts or 

discrete units. No number of parts or units can add up to an infinite, since no matter how many 

there are, one more could always be added. There cannot be more than an infinite; however, a 

material being does have parts or units. It follows that an infinite being cannot be material. 

Eternality Implies Immateriality 

God is eternal or nontemporal (see chapter 4). What is temporal is also spatial and material, 

for according to contemporary science, there is no time without space and matter. So what is 

nontemporal is also nonspatial and non-material. Hence, God, who is nontemporal and 

nonspatial, must also be non-material. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMATERIALITY 

That God is pure Spirit was recognized from the beginning of Christian theology. This was 

an evident difference between the biblical view of God and the worldview of the pagan idols. 

God has always been neither visible nor material. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Immateriality 

The early Fathers were engaged with polytheists and idol worshipers; as such, they clearly 

distinguished the biblical God as one who has no matter in His Being. Nor is it appropriate to 

conceive of Him in those terms or to worship any physical likeness of Him. 

Tatian 

God is a Spirit, not pervading matter, but the Maker of material spirits, and of the forms that are 

in matter; He is invisible, impalpable, being Himself the Father of both sensible and invisible things. 

Him we know from His creation, and apprehend His invisible power by His works. I refuse to adore 

that workmanship which He has made for our sakes. The sun and moon were made for us: how, then, 

can I adore my own servants? How can I speak of sticks and stones as gods? … Nor even ought the 

ineffable God to be presented with gifts; for He who is in want of nothing is not to be misrepresented 

by us as though He were indigent. (ATG, 4 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, II) 

Origen 

God, therefore, is not to be thought of as being either a body or as existing in a body, but as an 

uncompounded intellectual nature, admitting within Himself no addition of any kind; so that He 

cannot be believed to have within him a greater and a less, but is such that He is in all parts. (DP, 

1.1.6 in ibid., IV) 
I KNOW that some will attempt to say that, even according to the declarations of our own 

Scriptures, God is a body, because in the writings of Moses they find it said, that ―our God is a 

consuming fire‖; and in the Gospel according to John, that ―God is a Spirit, and they who worship 
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Him must worship Him in spirit and in truth.‖ Fire and spirit, according to them, are to be regarded as 

nothing else than a body‖ (DP, 1.1.1 in ibid.). 

The Medieval Fathers on God‘s Immateriality 

With the help of philosophy, the Fathers of the Middle Ages found support for their biblical 

conviction that God is pure Spirit. Augustine found help from the followers of Plato, particularly 

Plotinus (A.D. 205–270), in conceiving God as immaterial. 

Augustine 

The Platonic philosophers, then, so deservedly considered superior to all the others in reputation 

and achievement, well understood that no body could be God and, therefore, in order to find Him, 

they rose beyond all material things. Convinced that no mutable reality could be the Most High, they 

transcended every soul and spirit subject to change in their search for God. They perceived that no 

determining form by which any mutable being is what it is—whatever be the reality, mode or nature 

of that form—could have any existence apart from Him who truly exists because His existence is 

immutable. (CG, 8.6) 

Further, ―Of all visible things, the universe is the greatest; of all invisible realities, the 

greatest is God. That the world exists we can see; we believe in the existence of God‖ (ibid., 

11.4). He added, 

This is a matter that I intend to debate with these philosophers later on. Yet we prefer them to all 

others inasmuch as they agree with us concerning one God, the Creator of the universe, who is not 

only incorporeal, transcending all corporeal beings, but also incorruptible, surpassing every kind of 

soul—our source, our light, our goal, (ibid., 8.10) 

Anselm 

Since it is better to be perceptive, omnipotent, merciful, impassible, than not to be so, how are 

You able to perceive if You are not a body; or how are You omnipotent if You are not able to do 

everything; or how are You merciful and impassible at the same time? For if only corporeal things are 

capable of perception, since the senses are involved with the body and in the body, how are You 

perceptive, since You are not a body but the supreme spirit who is better than any body? But if to 

perceive is nothing else than to know, or if it is directed to knowing (for he who perceives knows 

according to the appropriate sense, as, for example, colours are known by sight and flavours through 

taste), one can say not inappropriately that whatever in any way knows also in some way perceives. 

So it is, Lord, that although You are not a body You are supremely perceptive, in the sense that You 

know supremely all things and not in the sense in which an animal knows through a bodily sense—

faculty. (ACMW, 89–90) 

Thomas Aquinas 

There is neither composition or quantitative parts in God, since He is not a body; nor composition 

of form and matter in God; nor does His nature differ from His suppositum; nor His essence from His 

existence; neither is there in Him composition of genus and difference, nor subject and accident. 

Therefore, it is clear that God is in no wise composite, but is altogether simple. (ST 1a.3.7) 

Further, 
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God fills every place; not, indeed, like a body, for a body is said to fill place inasmuch as it 

excludes the co-presence of another body; whereas by God being in a place, others are not thereby 

excluded from it; indeed, by the very fact that He gives being to the things that fill every place, He 

Himself fills everyplace, (ibid., la.8.2) 
The fact that the being of God is self-subsisting, not received in any other, and is thus called 

infinite, shows Him to be distinguished from all other beings, and all others are to be apart from Him. 

(ibid., la.7.1 ad 3) 
It is therefore impossible that in God there should be any potentiality. But every body is in 

potentiality, because the continuous, as such, is divisible to infinity; it is therefore impossible that 

God should be a body. (ibid., la.3.1) 

The Reformation and Post-Reformation Fathers on God‘s Immateriality 

The Reformers had no quibble with their theological predecessors on the immateriality of 

God. The doctrine was firmly established in both commentary and creed. 

Martin Luther 

As we have noted before, Martin Luther said, 

We deny that God is such an extended, long, broad, thick, high, low Being. We rather contend 

that God is a supernatural, unfathomable Being, who at one and the same time is in every little kernel 

of grain and also in and above and outside all creatures. To think of any limitations here, as the false 

spirit dreams, is out of order. For a human body is much, much too large for the Godhead, and many 

thousands of godheads could be in it. On the other hand, it is much, much too small for only one 

Godhead. Nothing is so small, God is still smaller; nothing so large, God is still larger; nothing so 

short, God is still shorter; nothing so long, God is still longer; nothing so wide, God is still wider; 

nothing so narrow, God is still narrower, etc. In a word, God is an inexpressible Being, above and 

beyond everything that may be said or thought. (WLS, 542–43) 

John Calvin 

The next words are WHICH ART IN HEAVEN. From this we are not to infer that he is enclosed 

and confined within the circumference of heaven, as by a kind of boundary. Hence Solomon 

confesses, ―The heaven of heavens cannot contain thee‖ (1 Kings 8:27); and he himself says by the 

Prophet, ―The heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool‖ (Isa. 66:1); thereby intimating, that 

his presence, not confined to any region, is diffused over all of space. But as our gross minds are 

unable to conceive of his ineffable glory, it is designated to us by heaven, nothing which our eyes can 

behold being so full of splendour and majesty. While, then, we are accustomed to regard every object 

as confined to the place where our senses discern it, no place can be assigned to God; and hence, if 

we would seek him, we must rise higher than all corporeal or mental discernment. Again, this form of 

expression reminds us that he is far beyond the reach of change or corruption; that he holds the whole 

universe in his grasp, and rules it by his power. (ICR, III, xx., 40) 

Jacob Arminius 

On this account, we separate corporeal Essence from God according to the mode of removal, and 

at the same time all those things which belong to a corporeal Essence as such, whether to be simple or 

compound—such as magnitude, figure, place, or arts, whether sensible or imaginable. Whence also 

He cannot be perceived by the corporeal senses, either by those which are external or by the internal, 

since He is invisible, intactible, and unimaginably incapable of being represented (Deut. 4:12; 1 



 
415 

Kings 8:27; Luke 24:39; John 4:24; 1 Tim. 1:17.), but we ascribe to Him a spiritual Essence, and that 

in the mode of preeminence, as ―the Father of Spirits (Heb. 12:9)‖ (WJA, I, 437). 

Stephen Charnock 

God is a spirit; that is, he hath nothing corporeal, no mixture of matter, not a visible substance, a 

bodily form. He is a Spirit, not a bare spiritual substance, but an understanding, willing Spirit, holy, 

wise, good, and just. (EAG, 1:178) 

Further, 

If we grant that God is, we must necessarily grant that he cannot be corporeal, because a body is 

of an imperfect nature. It will appear incredible to any that acknowledge God the first Being and 

Creator of all things, that he should be a massy, heavy body, and have eyes and ears, feet and hands, 

as we have. 
God is a pure Spirit, he hath nothing of the nature and tincture of a body; whosoever, therefore, 

conceives of him as having a bodily form, though he fancy the most beautiful and comely body, 

instead of owning his dignity, detracts from the super-eminent excellency of his nature and 

blessedness. (ibid., 1:181, 198) 

R. L. Dabney 

Is the first Cause, then, to be referred to the class, spirits? Yes; because we find it possessed, in 

the highest possible degree, of every one of the attributes by which we recognize spirit. It thinks; as 

we know by two signs. It produced us, who think; and there cannot be more in the effect than was in 

the cause. It has filled the universe with contrivances, the results of thought. It chooses; for this 

selection of contrivances implies choice. And again, whence do creatures derive the power of choice, 

if not from it? It is the first Cause of life; but this is obviously an attribute of spirit, because we find 

full life nowhere, except we see signs of spirit along with it. The first Cause is the source of force and 

of motion. But matter shows us, in no form, any power to originate motion. Inertia is its normal 

condition. We shall find God‘s power and presence penetrating and inhabiting all material bodies; but 

matter has a displacing power, as to all other matter. That which is impenetrable obviously is not 

ubiquitous. 
The spirituality of God we argued rationally, first, from the fact that He is an intelligent and 

voluntary first cause; for our understandings are, properly speaking, unable to attribute these qualities 

to any other than spiritual substance. We found the same conclusion flowed necessarily from the fact, 

that God is the ultimate source of all force. It is implied in His immensity and omnipresence. He is 

Spirit, the fountain of life. This is also emphatically confirmed by the Scriptures. This evidence is 

greatly strengthened by the fact that not only is the Father, but the divine nature in Christ, and the 

Holy Ghost, also called again and again Spirit. (LST, 43, 151) 

John Miley 

God is not only our Creator but the Father of our spirits. We are his offspring. The truth of 

spirituality in God is thus revealed in our own spiritual being. The same truth is deeply wrought into 

the second commandment. The full sense of Scripture is completed in the explicit words of our Lord: 

―God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth.‖ The inevitable 

logic of materialism is atheism. (ST, 145) 

Charles Hodge 
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It is impossible, therefore, to overestimate the importance of the truth contained in the simple 

proposition, God is a Spirit. It is involved in that proposition that God is immaterial. None of the 

properties of matter can be predicated of Him. He is not extended or divisible, or compounded, or 

visible, or tangible. He has neither bulk nor form. The Bible everywhere recognizes as true the 

intuitive convictions of men. One of those convictions is that spirit is not matter, or matter spirit; that 

different and incompatible attributes cannot belong to the same substance. In revealing, therefore, to 

us that God is a Spirit, it reveals to us that no attribute of matter can be predicated of the divine 

essence. The realistic dualism which lies at the bottom of all human convictions, underlies also all the 

revelations of the Bible. (ST, I, 378–79) 

(For objections to and answers on God‘s immateriality, see below, following the biblical, 

theological, and historical support for God‘s immensity.) 

GOD‘S IMMENSITY 

Immensity is one of the lesser known attributes of God. Indeed, it is sometimes confused 

with its kindred attribute of immateriality. 

Immensity literally means ―not measureable‖; that is, God is unlimited in extension (or 

nonspatial). God is not in space, nor is He limited by space: He is present at every point in space, 

but He is not part of space or limited to it. Indeed, He transcends all space and time (see chapter 

22). 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMENSITY 

The biblical basis for God‘s immensity is found in the verses that speak of His Creatorhood, 

His transcendence, His immateriality, and His being Spirit. 

Verses That Speak of God Creating the Material World 

God cannot be in space, time, or matter, since He existed before the material space-time 

world and brought it into existence: ―In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth‖ 

(Gen. 1:1). ―Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been 

made‖ (John 1:3). ―For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and 

invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and 

for him‖ (Col. 1:16). ―By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God‘s command, 

so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible‖ (Heb. 11:3). 

Verses That Speak of God Transcending the Material Space-Time World 

God is not only before the material world, but He is beyond it. As transcendent over matter, 

God cannot be material. ―Can you probe the limits of the Almighty? They are higher than the 

heavens—what can you do?‖ (Job 11:7–8). ―O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all 

the earth! You have set your glory above the heavens‖ (Ps. 8:1). ―Be exalted, O God, above the 

heavens; let your glory be over all the earth‖ (Ps. 57:5). ―For you, O LORD, are the Most High 

over all the earth‖ (Ps. 97:9). ―This is what the LORD says: ‗Heaven is my throne, and the earth is 

my footstool.… Has not my hand made all these things, and so they came into being?‘ ‖ (Isa. 
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66:1–2). ―[There is] one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all‖ (Eph. 

4:6). ―He is before all things, and in him all things hold together‖ (Col. 1:17). 

Verses That Speak of God As Spirit—Immaterial and Nonspatial 

The Bible describes God as pure Spirit, which is said to be immaterial. ―God is spirit, and his 

worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth‖ (John 4:24). ―Look at my hands and my feet. It is 

I [Jesus] myself! Touch me and see; a ghost [spirit] does not have flesh and bones, as you see I 

have‖ (Luke 24:39—see more verses above, under ―The Biblical Basis for God‘s 

Immateriality‖). 

In summation, God cannot be made of matter—He made matter. He cannot be material, since 

He is above all material things. He is pure Spirit, which is immaterial, and if He is not material, 

then He is not spatial. He is literally immense, being beyond measurement and beyond space. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMENSITY 

The immensity of God can be derived logically from several other attributes. These include 

God‘s infinity, eternality, simplicity, and immateriality. 

Immensity Follows From Infinity 

Infinite space is impossible, just as infinite time is impossible, for no matter how much space 

there is, there could always be more. More than an infinite is not possible; however, God is 

infinite. Hence, it is impossible for God to be spatial: If He were, then He would be limited. God 

must be immense. 

Immensity Follows From Eternality 

Immensity can also be derived from God‘s eternality. According to physics, what is 

nontemporal is also nonspatial. God is nontemporal (see chapter 4); it follows, then, that God is 

also nonspatial. 

Immensity Follows From Simplicity 

God is a simple Being (see chapter 2) who has no parts, material or otherwise. Different 

material things are in different parts of space—that is to say, whatever has material parts is 

spatial. However, God cannot have material parts; therefore, God is not spatial. He is immense. 

Immensity Follows From Immateriality 

As noted above, what is immaterial, as God is, must also be nonspatial. God is immaterial. 

So, then, He must also be nonspatial. If God were in space, then He would have to be material. 

But God is not material. Therefore, He cannot be in space. 

Some Implications of God‘s Immensity 
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Several implications follow from the doctrine of God‘s immensity. 

First, God is not limited by space. 

Second, God is not extended, with part outside of part. 

Third, God is not temporal, since space and time go together. God is not material, since in 

modern physics matter is always found with space and time. 

Fourth, and finally, if God were spatial, then He would be material too. If God were spatial, 

He could not think or move any faster than the speed of light. And if God is material, then He is 

subject to the second law of thermodynamics (decay), as all matter is. In brief, if God is spatial, 

then He is not God. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMENSITY 

Since immateriality and immensity are related, most of the above citations for God‘s 

immateriality also apply to His immensity. However, many other citations speak directly to the 

latter attribute. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Immensity 

In contrast to the materialistic conceptions of the pagan religions, the early Fathers clearly 

distinguished the God of the Bible as being both immaterial and immense. 

Irenaeus 

How can there be any other Fullness, or Principle, or Power, or God, above Him, since it is a 

matter of necessity that God, the Pleroma [Fullness] of all these, should contain all things in His 

immensity, and should be contained by no one? But if there is anything beyond Him, He is not then 

the Pleroma of all, nor does He contain all. For that which they declare to be beyond Him will be 

wanting to the Pleroma, or, [in other words,] to that God who is above all things. But that which is 

wanting, and falls in any way short, is not the Pleroma of all things. In such a case, He would have 

both beginning, middle, and end, with respect to those who are beyond Him. And if He has an end in 

regard to those things which are below, He has also a beginning with respect to those things which are 

above. (AH, 2.1.2 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, I, emphasis added) 

Theophilus 

You will say, then, to me: ―You said that God ought not to be contained in a place, and how do 

you now say that He walked in Paradise?‖ Hear what I say. The God and Father, indeed, of all cannot 

be contained, and is not found in a place, for there is no place of His rest; but His Word, through 

whom He made all things. (TA, 2.22 in ibid., II, emphasis added) 

Clement of Alexandria 

If, then, abstracting all that belongs to bodies and things called incorporeal, we cast ourselves into 

the greatness of Christ, and thence advance into immensity by holiness, we may reach somehow to the 

conception of the Almighty, knowing not what He is, but what He is not. And form and motion, or 

standing, or a throne, or place, or right hand or left, are not at all to be conceived as belonging to the 

Father of the universe, although it is so written. But what each of these means will be shown in its 
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proper place. The First Cause is not then in space, but above both space, and time, and name, and 

conception. (S, 5.11 in ibid., II, emphasis added) 
For on account of His greatness He is ranked as the All and is the Father of the universe. Nor are 

any parts to be predicated of Him. For the One is indivisible; wherefore also it is infinite, not 

considered with reference to inscrutability, but with reference to its being without dimensions and not 

having a limit. (S, 5.12 in ibid., II, emphasis added) 

Origen 

This comparison, of course, of statues, as belonging to material things, is employed for no other 

purpose than to show that the Son of God, though placed in the very insignificant form of a human 

body, in consequence of the resemblance of His works and power to the Father, showed that there 

was in Him an immense and invisible greatness, inasmuch as He said to His disciples, ―He who sees 

Me, sees the Father also‖ and, ―I and the Father are one‖ (DP, 1.2.8 in ibid., IV, emphasis added). 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Immensity 

The doctrine of God‘s immensity was elaborated with more sophistication in the Middle 

Ages. Beginning with Augustine, there are strong affirmations that God is not spatial. 

Augustine 

Unlike the changeable world, God has no space or matter that is subject to change: 

If the mind … is perceived to be without any local or material extension …, what must we think 

or conclude of God Himself, who remains superior to all intetelligent beings in His freedom from 

perturbation and from change, giving to everyone what is due? (Against the Epistle of Manichaeus 

(Chap. 19, sect. 21) 

Anselm 

Note the following again: 

Since it is better to be perceptive, omnipotent, merciful, impassible, than not to be so, how are 

You able to perceive if You are not a body; or how are You omnipotent if You are not able to do 

everything; or how are You merciful and impassible at the same time? For if only corporeal things are 

capable of perception, since the senses are involved with the body and in the body, how are You 

perceptive, since You are not a body but the supreme spirit who is better than any body? But if to 

perceive is nothing else than to know, or if it is directed to knowing … one can say not 

inappropriately that whatever in any way knows also in some way perceives. So it is, Lord, that 

although You are not a body You are supremely perceptive, in the sense that You know supremely all 

things and not in the sense in which an animal knows through a bodily sense-faculty. (ACMW, 89–90) 

Thomas Aquinas 

As we have seen, Aquinas wrote, 

There is neither composition or quantitative parts in God, since He is not a body; nor composition 

of form and matter in God; nor does His nature differ from His supposition; nor His essence from His 

existence; neither is there in Him composition of genus and difference, nor subject and accident. 

Therefore, it is clear that God is in no wise composite, but is altogether simple. (ST, la.3.7) 
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God fills every place; not, indeed, like a body, for a body is said to fill a place inasmuch as it 

excludes the co-presence of another body; whereas by God being in a place, others are not thereby 

excluded from it; indeed, by the very fact that He gives being to the things that fill every place, He 

Himself fills every place, (ibid., la.8.2) 

The Reformation Fathers on God‘s Immensity 

During the Reformation, the concept of God not being in space took on new significance in 

view of the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation (see Volume 4). Nonetheless, the Reformers 

did not waver on the traditional teaching that the essence of God is nonspatial. 

Martin Luther 

Read this citation again: 

We deny that God is such an extended, long, broad, thick, high, low Being. We rather contend 

that God is a supernatural, unfathomable Being, who at one and the same time is in every little kernel 

of grain and also in and above and outside all creatures. To think of any limitations here, as the false 

spirit dreams, is out of order. For a human body is much, much too large for the Godhead, and many 

thousands of godheads could be in it. On the other hand, it is much, much too small for only one 

Godhead. Nothing is so small, God is still smaller; nothing so large, God is still larger; nothing so 

short, God is still shorter; nothing so long, God is still longer; nothing so wide, God is still wider; 

nothing so narrow, God is still narrower, etc. In a word, God is an inexpressible Being, above and 

beyond everything that may be said or thought‖ (WLS, 542–43). 

John Calvin 

An earth-born creature, who breathes out his life almost every moment, is able by his own device 

to confer the name and honor of deity on a lifeless trunk.… Hence, the same prophet [Isaiah], in 

another place, not only charges idolaters as guilty in the eye of the law, but upbraids them for not 

learning from the foundations of the earth, nothing being more incongruous than to reduce the 

immense and incomprehensible Deity to the stature of a few feet. (ICR, 1.11.4, emphasis added) 

―Scripture, in teaching that the essence of God is immense and spiritual, refutes not only 

idolaters and the foolish wisdom of the world, but also the Manichees and Anthropomorphites‖ 

(ibid., 1.13, intro., emphasis added). 

Further, 

The doctrine of Scripture concerning the immensity and the spirituality of the essence of God, 

should have the effect not only of dissipating the wild dreams of the vulgar, but also of refuting the 

subtleties of a profane philosophy. (ibid., 1.13.1, emphasis added) 

The Post-Reformation Teachers on God‘s Immensity 

After the Reformation, there are clear and repeated declarations of God‘s immensity. This 

begins with the sub-reformers themselves and continues into modern times, interrupted only by 

the aberrant teachings of process theology, which attribute to God a body. 

Jacob Arminius 
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IMMENSITY is a pre-eminent mode of the Essence of God, by which it is void of place 

according to space and limits: Being co-extended space, because it belongs to simple entity, not 

having part and part, therefore not having part beyond part: Being also its own encircling limits, or 

beyond which it has no existence, because it is of infinite entity: And, before all things, God alone 

was both the world, and place, and all things to himself; but He was alone, because there was nothing 

[extrinsecus] outwardly beyond, except himself. (WJA, 117, emphasis added) 

Francis Turretin 

―The orthodox believe and confess the immensity and omnipresence of GOD, not only as to 

virtue and operation, but principally as to essence‖ (IET, 198).For: 

When GOD is said to be immense (as so everywhere in the world that nevertheless he is not 

included in the world, which is finite, but may be conceived to be also beyond the world), this ought 

not to be understood positively (as if certain spaces are to be conceived of beyond the world which 

God completely fills by his presence), but negatively (inasmuch as the universal spaces of the world 

do not exhaust the immensity of GOD so as to be contained in and circumscribed by them). He is 

said, therefore, to be beyond the world because [He is] included in it, not as being in certain 

imaginary places, but in himself by the infinity of his own essence, as he was before the creation of 

the world in himself. (ibid., 200) 

Stephen Charnock 

If God were not a Spirit, he could not be infinite. All bodies are of a finite nature; everybody is 

material, and every material thing is terminated. The sun, a vast body, hath abounded greatness; the 

heavens of a mighty bulk, yet have their limits. If God had a body he must consist of parts, those parts 

would be bounded and limited, and whatsoever is limited is of a finite virtue, and therefore below an 

infinite nature. Reason therefore tells us, that the most excellent nature, as God is, cannot be of a 

corporeal condition; because of the limitation and other actions which belong to every body. (EAG, 1, 

185–86) 

Charles Hodge 

The infinitude of God, so far as space is concerned, includes his immensity and his omnipresence. 

These are not different attributes, but one and the same attribute, viewed under different aspects. His 

immensity is the infinitude of his being, viewed as belonging to his nature from eternity. He fills 

immensity with his presence. His omnipresence is the infinitude of his being, viewed in relation to his 

creatures. He is equally present with all his creatures, at all times, and in all places. He is not far from 

any one of us. ―The Lord is in this place,‖ may be said with equal truth and confidence, everywhere. 
Theologians are accustomed to distinguish three modes of presence in space. Bodies are in space 

circumscriptively. They are bounded by it. Spirits are in space definitively. They have an ubi. They 

are not everywhere, but only somewhere. God is in space repletively. He fills all space. In other 

words, the limitations of space have no reference to Him. He is not absent from any portion of space, 

nor more present in one portion than in another. This of course is not to be understood of extension or 

diffusion. Extension is a property of matter, and cannot be predicated of God. If extended, He would 

be capable of division and separation; and part of God would be here, and part elsewhere. Nor is this 

omnipresence to be understood as a mere presence in knowledge and power. It is an omnipresence of 

the divine essence. Otherwise the essence of God would be limited.… As God acts everywhere, He is 

present everywhere; for, as the theologians say, a being can no more act where he is not than be 

where he is not. (ST, I, 383–84) 
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William G. T. Shedd 

―God is unextended substance, and his immensity is vaster than that of the whole finite 

universe‖ (DT, 170). 

The Immensity (in inensum) of God is his essence as related to space. The Divine essence is not 

measurable, because [it is] not included in any limits of place. ―The heaven of heavens cannot contain 

thee‖ (1 Kings 8:27; 2 Chron. 2:6; Jer. 23:24). God‘s immensity is spiritual, having no extension of 

substance. (ibid., 339) 

R. L. Dabney 

Infinitude means the absolutely limitless character of God‘s essence. Immensity [means] the 

absolutely limitless being of His substance. His being, as eternal, is in no sense circumscribed by 

time; as immense, in no wise circumscribed by space. But let us not conceive of this as a repletion of 

infinite space by diffusion of particles: like, e.g., an elastic gas released in vacuo. The scholastic 

formula was ―The whole substance, in its whole essence, is simultaneously present in every point of 

infinite space, yet without multiplication of itself.‖ This is unintelligible (but so is His immensity); it 

may assist to exclude the idea of material extension.… But so far as reason apprehends His 

immensity, it seems to my mind to be a deduction from His omnipresence. (LST, 44) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S IMMATERIALITY AND IMMENSITY 

The objections to God‘s immateriality and immensity come from both within and without. 

From inside evangelical theology, there is the age-old objection that immateriality is a negative 

term that conveys no real meaning as such. From outside evangelical theology, there are the 

materialist charges that it makes no sense to speak of an immaterial being. 

Objection One—Based on the Idea That Immateriality Is a Purely Negative Concept 

Both Christian and non-Christian mystics have pressed this charge. Allegedly, negative 

concepts convey no knowledge; they simply tell us what the object is not rather than informing 

us what it is. One cannot know not that unless he knows what ―that‖ is. 

Response to Objection One 

This objection was addressed more fully earlier (in Volume 1, chapter 9), where it was 

shown that negative concepts play an important part in our knowledge of God. 

First, while it is true that a negative presupposes a positive, there are positive (analogous) 

assertions that can be made of God (such as being, goodness, truth, etc.). 

Second, negative terms play a crucial role in that they negate all finitude and limitation from 

a term before it applies to God. For instance, God is love (positive), but He is not finite love 

(negative). This is to say He is infinite love, and so on. While completely negative terms do not 

tell us anything positive about God; nonetheless, they do purify our positive ideas of any 

limitation before they are appropriately applied to God. 

Objection Two—Based on the Presupposition That All Is Matter 
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Strict materialists deny that anything other than matter exists. If this is true, then God, as a 

pure Spirit, cannot exist. Thomas Hobbes claimed that ―every part of the universe is body, and 

that which is not body is no part of the universe: and because the universe is all, that which is no 

part of it is nothing, and consequently nowhere‖ (L, 269). Carl Sagan asserted that ―the 

COSMOS is all that was, is, or ever will be‖ (C). Traditional materialists claimed that matter is 

eternal, since, according to the first law of thermodynamics, ―Energy can neither be created nor 

destroyed.‖ 

Response to Objection Two 

Much has happened in the last generation to lay bare the clay feet of materialism (see 

Sullivan, LS). For one thing, the big bang evidence (see Volume 1, chapter 2) points to a 

universe that is not eternal but exploded into being from nothing some alleged billions of years 

ago by a supernatural (non-material) force (see Jastrow, GA). 

Further, the anthropic principle (that the universe was fine-tuned from its inception for the 

emergence of human life) reveals a design imposed upon matter that is not intrinsic to it—this 

reflects a super-intelligent Mind behind the matter (see Barrow, ACP). The same is true of 

microbiology‘s discovery that life‘s irreducible complexity is best explained by an intelligent 

Cause (see Behe, DBB). 

What is more, the strict materialist view is self-defeating (see Lewis, M, chapter 3). Surely 

the materialist theory is not made up of matter; that is, the theory about matter has no matter in it. 

The idea that all is made of molecules does not itself consist of molecules. Even in less strict 

forms of materialism, where mind exists as more than matter but is dependent on it, there is a 

serious problem, for the statement that ―mind is dependent on matter‖ does not claim to depend 

for its truth upon matter. In fact, it claims to be a truth about matter. No truth about all matter can 

be dependent for its truth upon matter, for one cannot stand outside all matter to make an 

affirmation about all matter and yet simultaneously claim he is really standing inside matter, 

being dependent upon it. 

Objection Three—Based on the Notion of Dependence of Consciousness on the Brain 

Materialists argue that in order for there to be a spiritual dimension to life, the spirit or mind 

must consciously survive death, yet they insist that the mind is dependent on the brain to 

function—without the brain, it cannot be conscious. However, at death the brain ceases to 

function; hence, consciousness must cease at this time as well. In this modified form of 

materialism (known as epiphenomenalism), the mind is not identical to the brain, but it is 

dependent on the physical brain in the way that a shadow is dependent on a tree. 

Response to Objection Three 

However, this materialistic argument makes several false assumptions. 

First, it assumes that consciousness is a physical function, that ―mind‖ is a function of 

matter, a process within the brain. But it offers no real proof of this assumption. 

Second, it wrongly assumes that simply because a mind and brain function together that they 

must be identical. This is not necessarily so—they could interact without being the same. 
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Third, it assumes that I (my mind) am nothing but my brain. This is a reductionist fallacy. 

Things that go together are not necessarily the same, any more than my ideas expressed in these 

words are the same as these words. 

Fourth, the materialist‘s argument is self-defeating, for ―nothing but‖ statements assume a 

―more than‖ knowledge. How could I know I am nothing more than my brain unless I was more 

than it? I cannot put my brain in a test tube and analyze it unless I (my mind) am standing 

outside the test tube. 

Fifth, there are several reasons to believe that the mind cannot be reduced to matter. 

Whatever is material is limited to a particular region of space and time: If it moves, it moves in 

space and time. But the mind is not so limited—it roams the universe without leaving the room. 

Even the materialist speaks of ―his‖ thoughts, and I speak of ―my‖ thoughts. If strict materialism 

were correct, I would have no discrete thoughts: They would be a mere stream of electrons or 

some other material particles. Only a self-conscious being can make them his thoughts. 

Sixth, and finally, materialists claim their doctrine is true and want others to agree with their 

conclusions. This implies they are free to consider their arguments and change their views. 

However, this would not be possible if they were mere material processes and not free beings. 

Objection Four—Based on the Theory That Opposites Cannot Relate 

Some insist that opposites cannot relate. Supposedly, if Mind (God) made matter and is the 

opposite of matter, then the two could never relate. Christians claim Mind (God) did make matter 

and does relate to the material universe. Indeed, we believe that mind and matter relate in human 

beings, usually called soul and body. But this seems to be impossible, if mind and matter are 

opposites. 

Response to Objection Four 

The assumption of this objection seems to be that mind and matter cannot relate because they 

are opposites that have nothing in common. However, the material and the immaterial do have 

something in common—they both exist; they both have being. The fact that the immaterial and 

the material relate should not be a surprise to anyone who believes that both exist. And, as we 

have shown above, matter is not all there is. There is a Mind who made it, and there are minds 

that know it. If we have both mind and matter, soul and body, then the material and immaterial 

can and do relate (see Volume 3, chapter 2). To deny this is self-defeating, since materialism 

itself is an idea that a mind has about matter. Further, my mind is commanding my body (arm 

and fingers) to write these words. Anyone who denies this has to use his hand or mouth to 

express these ideas of his mind—which again is self-defeating. 

CONCLUSION 

God is both immaterial and immense. He is not material, and He is not spatial. Matter is 

finite, and God is not finite. However, they relate as Cause to effect, since Mind (God) made 

matter. 

Matter is not eternal—it came into being. Nothing cannot cause something; consequently, 

there must be something that is not matter (viz., Mind) that made matter. As its Creator, God 

relates to it as Cause to effect, both in bringing it to be (creation) and in causing it to continue to 
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be (sustenance). There is no more problem with the immaterial God relating to the material 

creation than there is with an infinite God relating to a finite creation, or an uncaused Creator 

relating to a caused creation, or a necessary Being serving as the ground of a contingent being. 

The relationship is found in the fact that both have being and that one is the Cause of the other. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

GOD‘S OMNIPOTENCE AND OMNIPRESENCE 

This chapter discusses two more metaphysical (nonmoral) properties of God: omnipotence and 

omnipresence. God is all-powerful and everywhere present. 

Both of these attributes are strongly challenged by much of contemporary theology. 

Traditionally, however, they are at the very core of distinguishing characteristics of the God of 

classical theism (who is at the basis of orthodox theology). In short, to deny either of these traits 

is to place oneself outside the orthodox view of God. 

There are a couple of popular misconceptions of God‘s omnipotence. Thus, it is necessary to 

carefully define omnipotence before discussing it. We will first state what it is, and then what it 

is not. 

THE DEFINITION OF OMNIPOTENCE 

Literally, omnipotence means that God has unlimited power (omni=all; potent=powerful). 

According to the standard Hebrew lexicon, the word shadday (shaddai) means ―self-sufficient‖ 

or ―almighty‖ (Gesenius, HELOT, 994). Others concur (Harris, et al., TWOT, 907).
1
 The 

Septuagint (LXX) translated it by the Greek word pantokrator, which means all-powerful. The 

same is true in the New Testament, where pantokrator means ―almighty‖ or ―all-powerful‖ (see 

Arndt, GELNT, 613). 

Theologically, ―omnipotent‖ means that God can do whatever is possible to do. Or, God can 

do what is not impossible to do. His power is unlimited and uninhibited by anything else. 

Negatively, omnipotence does not mean that God can do what is contradictory. The 

Scriptures affirm that God cannot contradict His nature (Heb. 6:18; 2 Tim. 2:13; Titus 1:2). He 

cannot force freedom, for example (Matt. 23:37). He works persuasively, not coercively (see 

Volume 3, chapter 2). 

Further, omnipotence does not mean that God must do all that He can do: It simply means 

that He has the power to do whatever is possible, even if He chooses not to do some things. God 

is free not to use His omnipotence whenever He desires; that is, God is free to limit the use of 

His power, but He is not free to limit the extent of His power. God must know all that He knows, 

but God does not have to do all He can do. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNIPOTENCE 

The biblical basis for omnipotence rests in several facts: the use of the words almighty and 

infinite of God, phrases that imply He has all power, and acts that entail His unlimited power. 

                                                           
1
 However, some make the unlikely suggestion that it means “the Destroyer” (from shadad) or “the God of the Mountains” 

(from Akkadian, Sadu; cf. Ps. 121:1–2) or “God of the breasts,” that is, Bountiful Provider (TDOT). 
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―Almighty‖ Means ―All-Powerful‖ 

There are several reasons for taking the biblical words usually translated ―almighty‖ as 

meaning all-powerful or omnipotent. 

First, ―almighty‖ is the standard translation of shadday (shaddai) in the Old Testament. 

Second, the Greek word pantokrator, by which the Hebrew word is translated in the 

Septuagint, means ―all-powerful.‖ 

Third, the meaning of pantokrator, translated ―Almighty‖ in the New Testament, means all-

powerful each of the times it appears in the New Testament (2 Cor. 6:18; Rev. 1:8; 4:8; 11:17; 

15:3; 16:7, 14; 19:6, 15; 21:22). 

Fourth, the Latin Vulgate uses the word omnipotens for God, from which we get our English 

word omnipotent. 

Fifth, and finally, the biblical usage of the word supports the meaning of ―all-powerful‖ (see 

next). 

The Use of the Word Infinite in Reference to God 

At least once God is said to be ―infinite‖ in His understanding (Ps. 147:5 KJV). His 

knowledge is identical to His Being and His power, since whatever God ―has,‖ that He is: All 

His attributes refer to His one essence (see chapter 1). Hence, if God is infinite in one attribute, 

He must be infinite in all attributes, since He is a simple (indivisible) Being (see chapter 2). 

Also, the usage of the word almighty in the Bible reveals that it means ―all-powerful.‖ The 

―Almighty‖ God is said to be exalted above creatures (great) in power (Job 37:23; cf. Rev. 1:8). 

He has no limits (Job 11:7–11). He has the power to complete all His promises (Gen. 28:3–4). 

No one can contend with Him (Job 40:2). He can establish an everlasting covenant (Gen. 17:1, 

7). He operates with perfect justice (Job 8:3). He has power to execute final wrath on the world 

(Rev. 19:15). He operates from a position of supremacy (Job 31:2). He can perform miracles 

(Rev. 15:3). In summary, He is without limits in His power as well as in His knowledge (Ps. 

147:5). 

Phrases Implying God‘s Omnipotence 

Numerous biblical passages imply that God is all-powerful. The psalmist wrote, ―Our God is 

in heaven; he does whatever pleases him‖ (Ps. 115:3). Again, ―The LORD does whatever pleases 

him, in the heavens and on the earth, in the seas and all their depths‖ (Ps. 135:6). Isaiah declared 

of the LORD, ―And there is no one who can deliver out of my hand. I work and who will reverse 

it?‖ (Isa. 43:13). Jeremiah added, ―Ah, Sovereign LORD, you have made the heavens and the 

earth by your great power and outstretched arm. Nothing is too hard for you‖ (Jer. 32:17). God 

asked, ―Who is like me and who can challenge me?‖ (Jer. 49:19). Scripture also speaks of the 

―surpassing greatness of His power‖ (Eph. 1:19 NASB) and that He ―upholds all things by the 

word of His power‖ (Heb. 1:3 NASB): ―What is impossible with men is possible with God‖ (Luke 

18:27). 

Acts Implying God‘s Omnipotence (Unlimited Power) 

Many actions performed by God imply that His power is unlimited. These include creation 

from nothing (ex nihilo—Gen. 1:1; John 1:3; 2 Cor. 4:6; Col. 1:16–17; Rev. 4:11), truly 
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supernatural acts (John 2:7–11; 6:15ff.; 10:18), and the execution of our salvation (Isa. 46:10–11; 

Rom. 1:16; Eph. 1:19). None of these activities can be performed by finite power. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNIPOTENCE 

The omnipotence of God follows logically from several other attributes. Among these are His 

properties of pure actuality, infinity, and simplicity. 

Omnipotence Follows From Pure Actuality 

As shown earlier, God has no potentiality; only pure actuality. What has no potentiality has 

no limits at all, since potential is what limits a being. Thus, it follows that God has no limits of 

any kind. He is unlimited in His power. (That is, He is unlimited in His power according to His 

nature, which He cannot violate.) 

Omnipotence Follows From Infinity 

God is infinite in His Being (see chapter 5). God possesses power, as is indicated by His 

mighty acts. However, as we have seen, whatever God ―has,‖ that He is, for He is absolutely one. 

So whatever applies to Him applies to His whole Being rather than just part of it. Hence, if God 

is infinite and powerful, then He must be infinitely powerful. 

Omnipotence Flows From Simplicity 

God is also a simple Being (see chapter 2). Since God has power, God is power, purely and 

simply. Whatever is power, purely and simply, is infinitely powerful, for only what has power is 

limited—it is limited to the power it has. What is Power itself is not limited in power. God‘s 

power is unlimited. 

Some Important Implications of Omnipotence 

Many significant elements flow from the omnipotence of God; two are worth noting here. 

Omnipotence helps solve the problem of evil, and it gives us assurance that God can accomplish 

what He proclaims. 

Omnipotence Solves the Problem of Evil 

The classic statement of the problem of evil is as follows: 

(1) An all-good God would defeat evil; 

(2) an all powerful God can defeat evil; 

(3) but evil is not defeated; 

(4) hence, there can be no such God. 

However, this argument overlooks an important factor implied in omnipotence, which can be 

restated this way: 

(1) An all-good God would defeat evil; 
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(2) an all-powerful God can defeat evil; 

(3) but evil is not yet defeated; 

(4) hence, evil will yet be defeated. It is a fact that an all-good, all-powerful God assures us 

that this will happen. In short, since God is both all good and all powerful, evil will be 

defeated. 

To put it another way, since God is all-good, He has the desire to defeat evil. Since He is all-

powerful, He has the ability to defeat evil. Whoever has both desire and ability to defeat evil will 

defeat it. 

Omnipotence Provides Assurance That God Will Keep His Word 

Omnipotence also provides us with assurance that God will keep His Word, whether it is 

made in predictions about the future or promises to us in the present. For example, an all-

knowing God can predict the future, but only an all-powerful God can perform what He predicts. 

Likewise, an all loving God can promise salvation, but only an all powerful God can accomplish 

what He has promised (cf. 2 Tim. 1:12). In short, God‘s predictions and promises are no better 

than His power to perform them. Without all power, God cannot keep all predictions and 

promises He makes. God is all power, and He is all good. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNIPOTENCE 

That God is all-powerful was not seriously challenged in the name of Christianity for nearly 

the first nineteen hundred years of its existence. Only with the rise of the modern process 

theology of Alfred North White-head (1861–1947) has God‘s omnipotence been called into 

question (Volume 1, chapter 2). 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Omnipotence 

From earliest times there has been a virtually unanimous voice in favor of the limitless power 

of God. His incredible ability to create the world is evidence. 

Mathetes 

For the Gentiles, by offering such things to those who are destitute of sense and hearing, furnishes 

an example of madness; they, on the other hand by thinking to offer these things to God as if He 

needed them, might justly reckon it rather an act of folly than of divine worship. For He that made 

heaven and earth, all that is therein, and gives to all the things of which we stand in need, certainly 

requires none of those things which He Himself bestows on such as think of furnishing them to Him. 

(EMD, 3 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, I) 

Justin Martyr (c. 100–c. 165) 

―God directs the government of the universe on this day equally as all others‖ (DJ, 29 in 

ibid., 1.396). 

Origen 
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We do not back ourselves into a most absurd corner, saying that with God all things are possible. 

For we know how to understand this word all. It does not refer either to things that are non-existent or 

that are inconceivable. For example, we maintain that God cannot do what is disgraceful, for then He 

would be capable of ceasing to be God. For if He does anything that is disgraceful, he is not God. (in 

Bercot, ed., DECB, 311) 

Tertullian 

Ought we not also to consider well the power, and might, and competency of God Himself, 

whether He be so great as to be able to rebuild and restore the edifice of the flesh, which had become 

dilapidated and blocked up, and in every possible way dislocated?—whether He has promulgated in 

the public domains of nature any analogies to convince us of His power in this respect, lest any 

should happen to be still thirsting for the knowledge of God, when faith in Him must rest on no other 

basis than the belief that He is able to do all things? (RF, 11 in op. cit. III) 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Omnipotence 

During the Middle Ages, the great theologians of the church gave emphatic and articulate 

defense of God‘s omnipotence. We begin with the ―medieval monolith,‖ Augustine. 

Augustine 

We do not put the life of God and the foreknowledge of God under any necessity when we say 

that God must live an eternal life and must know all things. Neither do we lessen His power when we 

say He cannot die or be deceived. This is the kind of inability which, if removed, would make God 

less powerful than He is. God is rightly called omnipotent, even though He is unable to die or be 

deceived. We call Him omnipotent because He does whatever He wills to do and suffers nothing that 

He does not will to suffer. He would not, of course, be omnipotent, if He had to suffer anything 

against His will. It is precisely because He is omnipotent that for Him some things are impossible. 

(CG, 5.10) 

Anselm 

Again, how are You omnipotent if You cannot do all things? But, how can You do all things if 

You cannot be corrupted, or tell lies, or make the true into the false (such as to undo what has been 

done), and many similar things? Or is the ability to do these things not power but impotence? For he 

who can do these things can do what is not good for himself and what he ought not to do. And the 

more he can do these things, the more power adversity and perversity have over him and the less he 

has against them. He, therefore, who can do these things can do them not by power but by impotence. 

It is said, then, that he ―can,‖ not because he himself can do them but because his impotence gives 

another power against him.… 
When someone is said to have the ―power‖ of doing or suffering something which is not to his 

advantage or which he ought not to do, then by ―power‖ here we mean ―impotence,‖ for the more he 

has this ―power,‖ the more adversity and perversity have power over him and the more is he 

powerless against them. Therefore, Lord God, You are the more truly omnipotent since You can do 

nothing through impotence and nothing can have power against You. (ACMW, 90) 

Thomas Aquinas 
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―It is philosophically impossible for divine faith to profess what the reason must regard as 

false: not even divine omnipotence can make this otherwise‖ (De Unitate Intellectus in Gilby, 

STATTA, 38). 

Further, 

Some godly folk have held that God‘s omnipotence can unmake the past, in this sense, that what 

has happened has no longer really happened. The opinion is not heretical; nevertheless, if it involves a 

contradiction, it is false. (De Aeternitate Mundi in ibid., 585) 
The being of God, since it is not received into anything, but is pure being, is not limited to any 

particular mode of a perfection of being, but contains all being within itself: and thus as being taken 

in its widest sense can extend to an infinity of things, so the divine being is infinite: and hence it is 

clear that his might or active power is infinite. (OPG, 1.2) 

The Reformation and Post-Reformation Teachers on God‘s Omnipotence 

Although the Reformers challenged certain prevailing soteriological teachings of their time, 

nonetheless, they gave full support to the theology proper of the church. This is particularly true 

regarding God‘s omnipotence. 

John Calvin 

God is deemed omnipotent, not because he can act though he may choose to be idle, or because 

by a general instinct, he continues the order of nature previously appointed; but because, governing 

heaven and earth by his providence, he so overrules all things that nothing happens without his 

counsel. For when it is said in the Psalms, ―He hath done whatsoever he hath pleased‖ (Ps. 115:3), the 

thing meant is his sure and deliberate purpose. (ICR, 1.16.3) 

Jacob Arminius 

The Power or Capability of God is infinite because it can do not only all things possible (which 

are innumerable, so that they cannot be reckoned to be such a number, without a possibility of their 

being still more) but likewise because nothing can resist it. For all created things depend upon the 

Divine Power, as upon their efficient Principle, as the phrase is [turn in esse, turn in conservari], both 

in their being and in their preservation; whence OMNIPOTENCE is deservedly attributed to Him. 
Those things are impossible to God which involve a contradiction, as to make another God, to be 

mutable, to sin, to lie, to cause something at once to be and not to be, to have been and not to have 

been, etc., that this thing should be and not be, that it and its contrary should be, that an accident 

should be without its subject, that a substance should be changed into a pre-existing substance … that 

a body should possess ubiquity, etc. (WJA, 353) 

Francis Turretin 

―The power of God (the executing principle of the divine operations) is nothing other than 

the divine essence itself productive outwardly (through which he is conceived as able to do 

whatsoever he wills or can will)‖ (IET, 244). 

Now, 

Impossible and possible are used in three ways: (1) supernaturally; (2) naturally; (3) morally. The 

impossible supernaturally is what cannot be made even by the divine power (as a sensitive stone, an 

irrational man). The possible supernaturally is what can take place at least divinely (as the 
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resurrection of the dead). The naturally impossible is what cannot be done by the powers of nature 

and second causes, but yet can be done by supernatural power (as the creation of a world, the 

conception of a virgin, etc.). But the naturally possible is that which does not exceed the powers of 

finite nature. The morally impossible is what cannot be done according to the laws of holiness; but 

the morally possible is what is agreeable to the laws of virtue. God can indeed do the naturally 

impossible, but not what is said to be such either morally or supernaturally. (ibid., 245–46) 

Jonathan Edwards 

God is, in fact, the supreme judge of the world. He hath power sufficient to vindicate his own 

right. As he hath a right which cannot be disputed, so he hath power which cannot be controlled. He 

is possessed of omnipotence, wherewith to maintain his dominion over the world; and he has 

dominion in the moral as well as the natural world. (WJE, II, 191) 

R. L. Dabney 

When we enquire after God‘s power, we mean here, not his potestas, or authority, but His 

potentia. When we say: He can do all things, we do not mean that He can suffer, or be changed, or be 

hurt; for the passive capacity of these things is not power, but weakness or defect. We ascribe to God 

no passive power. When we say that God‘s power is omnipotence, we mean that its object is only the 

possible, not the absolutely impossible. Here, however, we must again define, that by the absolutely 

impossible, we do not mean the physically impossible. For we see God do many things above nature, 

that is, above what material, or human, or angelic nature can effect. But we mean the doing of that 

which implies an inevitable contradiction. 
Popularly, God‘s omnipotence may be defined as His ability to do all things. Now of two 

incompatibles, both cannot become entities together; for, by the terms of the case, the entity of the 

one destroys that of the other. But if they are not, and cannot be both things, the power of doing all 

things does not embrace the doing of incompatibles. But 2nd., more conclusively; if even 

omnipotence could effect both of two contradictories, then the self-contradictory would become the 

true; which is impossible for man to believe. Hence, 3rd., the assertion would infringe the foundation 

principle of all truth; that a thing cannot be thus, and not thus, in the same sense, and at the same time. 

(LST, 46) 

John Miley 

As God is a spiritual being his power must be purely spiritual. This, however, does not deny to 

him power over physical nature. As he is both a spiritual and personal being, power must be that of a 

personal will. This is at once the logic of the relative facts and the sense of Scripture. This sense will 

clearly appear in treating the omnipotence of the divine will. 
The omnipotence of God is manifest in his works of creation. The concentration of all finite 

forces into a single point of energy would be infinitely insufficient for the creation of a single atom. 

In the sublime words ―In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth‖ there is the agency of 

an omnipotent personal will. Only such a will is equal to the creation of the universe, and to the 

divine providence which rules in the universal physical and moral realms. (ST, 213) 

William G. T. Shedd 

The Divine power is Omnipotence.… Omnipotence is manifested in the works of the actual 

creation, but it is not exhausted by them. God could create more than he has, if he pleased. He can do 

more than he has done, should it be his will. He could have raised up children to Abraham from the 
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stones in the bed of Jordan; he could have sent in aid of the suffering Redeemer twelve legions of 

angels. 
The Divine power is limited only by the absurd and self-contradictory. God can do anything that 

does not imply a logical impossibility. A logical impossibility means that the predicate is 

contradictory to the subject; for example, a material spirit, a corporeal deity, a sensitive stone, an 

irrational man, a body without parts or extension, a square triangle. These are not objects of power, 

and therefore it is really no limitation of the Divine omnipotence to say that it cannot create them. 

They involve the absurdity that a thing can be and not be at the same time. A logical impossibility is, 

in truth, a nonentity; and to say that God cannot create a nonentity, is not a limitation or denial of 

power. For power is the ability to create entity. (DT, 359) 

Charles Hodge 

It is by removing all the limitations of power, as it exists in us, that we rise to the idea of the 

omnipotence of God. We do not thus, however, lose the idea itself. Almighty power does not cease to 

be power. We can do very little. God can do whatever He wills. We, beyond very narrow limits, must 

use means to accomplish our ends. With God means are unnecessary. He wills, and it is done. He 

said, Let there be light; and there was light. He, by a volition, created the heavens and the earth. At 

the volition of Christ, the winds ceased, and there was a great calm. By an act of the will He healed 

the sick, opened the eyes of the blind, and raised the dead. This simple idea of the omnipotence of 

God, that He can do without effort, and by a volition, whatever He wills, is the highest conceivable 

idea of power, and is that which is clearly presented in the Scriptures. (ST, 407) 

J. I. Packer 

―His own name for himself is El Shaddai, ‗God Almighty,‘ and all his actions illustrate the 

omnipotence which his name proclaims‖ (KG, 67). 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S OMNIPOTENCE 

Objection One—Based on the Notion That Omnipotence Is Contradictory 

The skeptic argues: 

(1) An all-powerful God can do anything. 

(2) An all-powerful God can make a stone too heavy for Him to lift. 

(3) But if God can‘t lift it, then He can‘t do everything. 

(4) Therefore, God is not omnipotent. 

Response to Objection One 

In response to this objection, it has been pointed out that both premises are false. First, an all-

powerful God cannot do what is impossible. Omnipotence only means that God can do whatever 

is supernaturally, naturally, and morally possible to do. God cannot do what is logically or 

actually impossible to do. 

Further, it is impossible for God to make a stone too heavy for Him to lift, for whatever God 

can make, He can move. What God can create, He can destroy and recreate in another place. God 

cannot make another infinite, and what is finite He can move. God cannot make anything infinite 
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(He alone is infinite), and whatever is finite He can lift. So it is impossible for Him to make a 

stone He can‘t lift. 

Objection Two—Based Upon God‘s Freedom 

It is argued that if God is free to choose not to use His power, then why isn‘t He free not to 

know His knowledge? That is, if God can have more power than He uses, then why can‘t He 

have more knowledge than He knows? 

Response to Objection Two 

To begin with, this is contradictory. Affirming these kinds of attributes of God necessarily 

leads to contradictions. 

The answer to this objection lies in a very important distinction. God can have more power 

than He uses, but He cannot have more power than He already has. Likewise He can have more 

knowledge than He uses, but He cannot have more knowledge than He already has. 

Simply because God is all-powerful does not mean He has to do everything He could do. 

God is free, and He can freely choose, in accordance with His nature, to use only the power He 

chooses to exercise. 

Objection Three—Based Upon God‘s Love 

The Bible teaches that God is omnibenevolent (all-loving, all good—see chapter 15). As 

such, God desires to save all people (1 Tim. 2:4; 2 Peter 3:9); however, all people will not be 

saved (Matt. 25:40–41; 2 Thess. 1:7–9; Rev. 20). Hence, God cannot be all-powerful: If He 

were, then He could accomplish all that He desires, including the salvation of all people. 

Response to Objection Three 

In reply, again, God cannot do any thing; for instance, He cannot do what is logically or 

morally impossible. It is impossible to save people against their will; forced freedom is a 

contradiction in terms. As mentioned previously, God‘s love works persuasively, not coercively. 

Thus, if God is love but man is free, then God cannot save all He desires to save—He can only 

save those willing to be saved. Jesus said, ―O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets 

and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen 

gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing‖ (Matt. 23:37, emphasis added). 

Objection Four—Based Upon Scripture 

Critics also offer an objection against omnipotence from the Bible. Jesus said, ―With God all 

things are possible‖ (Matt. 19:26). If this is so, then the charge still stands that He could make a 

stone too heavy for Him to lift. 

Response to Objection Four 

In reply, the context of this passage indicates that this means only that God can do what is 

humanly impossible, not what is actually impossible (cf. Luke 18:27). Other verses say that God 
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cannot do what is actually impossible; for example, Hebrews declares: ―It is impossible for God 

to lie‖ (6:18). All sophisticated theists agree that God cannot do what is logically or actually 

impossible. Omnipotence only claims that God can do whatever is possible, not what is 

impossible. 

GOD‘S OMNIPRESENCE 

Technically speaking, omnipresence is not an attribute of God, but rather it flows from His 

attributes. Omnipresence results from His relation to His creation, like transcendence and 

immanence (see chapter 22). If there is no creation, then there is nothing else to which God can 

be present. However, since God is infinite in Himself, His omnipresence does express a certain 

characteristic of God that becomes manifest when there is a creation to which He can be 

everywhere present. 

Omnipresence is part of a classical cluster of God‘s characteristics that distinguishes the God 

of orthodox theology from contemporary unorthodox views such as panentheism and process 

theology (see Volume 1, chapters 2, 4, 5, and 8). 

THE DEFINITION OF OMNIPRESENCE 

Literally, omnipresence means that God is everywhere present at once (omni=everywhere + 

present). Negatively stated, there is nowhere that God is absent. The term ―ubiquitous‖ is 

sometimes used interchangeably with omnipresence; the root meaning of ―ubiquity‖ is from the 

Latin ubique, meaning ―everywhere.‖ 

It is helpful to see what omnipresence does not mean. It does not mean that God is creation; 

this is pantheism (see Volume 1, chapter 2). In theism God made the world; in pantheism God is 

the world. Nor does omnipresence mean that God is in creation, which is panentheism. As we 

have seen in previous chapters, God is not in space (He is nonspatial); nor is He in time (He is 

nontemporal). Neither is God in matter, since He is immaterial—pure Spirit. 

What, then, does omnipresence mean? It means that all of God is everywhere at once. As the 

indivisible Being, God does not have one part here and another part there, for He has no parts. 

God is present to but not part of creation. God is everywhere, but He is not any thing. He is at 

every point in space, but He is not spatial. He is at every point in space, but He is not of any 

point in space. 

There is, of course, a sense in which God is ―in‖ the universe but not ―of‖ it: He is ―in‖ it 

(better yet, it is in God) as its Cause (Col. 1:16). However, He is not part of the effect. All of God 

is everywhere, yet no part of God is anywhere, since He has no parts. 

Some illustrations of omnipresence are good, and some are not. For instance, God is not 

present to the whole universe the way air fills the room, since some molecules are in one place in 

the room while others are in another. All of God is everywhere. 

A better illustration is that God is ―in‖ or present to the whole universe the way a mind is in 

its brain, or the manner in which beauty is present in a work of art, or that thought is in a 

sentence. In each case, the one is present to and penetrates the whole without a part of it being in 

a part of the other. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNIPRESENCE 
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Many verses describe God as being present to or causally in His whole creation. Consider the 

following: ―But will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot 

contain you‖ (1 Kings 8:27). ―The LORD is the great God, the great King above all gods. In his 

hand are the depths of the earth, and the mountain peaks belong to him. The sea is his, for he 

made it, and his hands formed the dry land‖ (Ps. 95:3–5). ―Where can I go from your Spirit? 

Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed 

in the depths, you are there. If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, 

even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast‖ (Ps. 139:7–10). ― ‗Am I 

only a God nearby,‘ declares the LORD, ‗and not a God far away? Can anyone hide in secret 

places so that I cannot see him?‘ declares the LORD. ‗Do not I fill heaven and earth?‘ ‖ (Jer. 

23:23–24). ―When you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is 

unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you‖ (Matt. 6:6). ―God 

did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not 

far from each one of us. ‗For in him we live and move and have our being.‘ As some of your 

own poets have said, ‗We are his offspring‘ ‖ (Acts 17:27–28). 

Many other verses speak of God as within the universe as its current Sustaining Cause: ―In 

him all things hold together‖ (Col. 1:17). ―The Son is the radiance of God‘s glory and the exact 

representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word‖ (Heb. 1:3). ―You are 

worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and 

by your will they were created and have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). 

So God is present to all creation as its Creator, not as being part of it. He is the Creator and 

Sustainer of all that has been made. In His infinity, God is not locked out of any corner of 

creation. Indeed, were it not for His causal presence, creation would not exist. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNIPRESENCE 

There are several basic arguments for God‘s omnipresence. They flow from His causality, 

infinity, and simplicity. 

Omnipresence Follows From Current Causality 

As just noted, God is the Cause and Sustainer of all being, and the Cause of all being is 

present in all created beings as the current and sustaining Cause. What is present in all created 

beings is omnipresent, for there is no finite being anywhere of which God is not its current 

sustaining Cause. Therefore, God is everywhere present. 

Omnipresence Follows From Infinity 

God is infinite or without limits in His Being, and what is without limits in its Being is not 

limited to a given place. What is not limited to a given place is everywhere; hence, it follows that 

God is everywhere. If there were some place God was not, then He would be limited as to where 

He is. But God is not limited in any way. 

Omnipresence Follows From Simplicity 
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God is the simple Being who is without any parts. What has no parts cannot be partly 

anywhere. Furthermore, what has no parts cannot be finite, and what has parts cannot be infinite, 

since one more part could always be added. As we have seen, it is impossible to have one more 

than an infinite. Thus, a Being who has no parts must be an infinite Being, and an infinite Being 

must be everywhere. It follows that all of God is everywhere. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNIPRESENCE 

Like the other great attributes of God, omnipresence is firmly rooted in the history of the 

church. Beginning with the early Fathers and into modern times, the omnipresence of God was 

universally recognized. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Omnipresence 

Early Fathers, both Eastern and Western, declared that God is everywhere present in the 

universe as a natural consequence of God‘s infinity. 

Theophilus (d. 180) 

This is the attribute of God, the Highest and Almighty, and the living God: not only to be 

everywhere present, but also to see all things and to hear all things. He is by no means to be confined 

in a place, for if he were, then the place containing Him would be greater than He.… For God is not 

contained, but is Himself the place of all. (TA, 2.3 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, II) 

Irenaeus 

They are ignorant as to what the expression means, that heaven is His throne and earth His 

footstool. For they do not know what God is. Rather, they imagine that He sits after the fashion of a 

man. They think He is contained within bounds, but does not contain. (AH, 4.3.1 in ibid., I) 

Clement of Alexandria 

God is not in darkness or in place, but He is above both space and time, and qualities of objects. 

For that reason, neither is He at any time in a particular part—either as containing it or as being 

contained, either by limitation or section.… Though heaven is called His throne, not even there is He 

contained. (S, 2.2 in ibid., II) 

Mark Minucius Felix (d. c. A.D. 250) 

Where is God afar off, when all things heavenly and earthly … are known to God, are full of 

God? Everywhere He is not only very near to us, but He is infused into us. Accordingly, look upon 

the sun once more. It is fixed steadfast in the heavens, yet it is diffused over all lands equally.… How 

much more is God? (OMF, 32 in ibid., IV) 

Tertullian 

―If in created beings there is any portion of space anywhere void of God, the void clearly will 

be of a false deity‖ (FBAM, 1.11 in ibid., III). 
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Origen 

The God of the universe may, through His own power, descend with Jesus into the life of men. 

The Word that was in the beginning with God (who is also very God) may come to us. However, He 

does not give up His place or vacate His own seat, in doing so. It is not that one place becomes empty 

of Him. Or that another place that did not formerly contain Him is now filled. (AC, 4.5 in ibid., IV) 

Hence, 

We do not ask the question, ―How will we go to God?‖ as though we thought that God existed in 

some place. God is of too excellent a nature for any place. He holds all things in His power, and He 

Himself is not confined by anything whatever. (AC, 4.34 in ibid.) 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Omnipresence 

As was typical of other attributes of God, the great theologians of the Middle Ages treated 

omnipresence with a great deal more theological sophistication than their early predecessors. 

Augustine 

The truth is that all these actions and energies belong to the one true God, who is really a God, 

who is wholly present everywhere, is confined by no frontiers and bound by no hindrances, is 

indivisible and immutable, and, though His nature has no need of either heaven or of earth, He fills 

them both with His presence and His power. (CG, 7.30) 

Augustine illustrated omnipresence in this manner: 

What is more wonderful than what happens in connection with the sound of our voices and our 

words, a thing, forsooth, which passes away in a moment? For when we speak, there is no place for 

even the next syllable till after the preceding one has ceased to sound; nevertheless, if one hearer be 

present, he hears the whole of what we say, and if two hearers be present, both hear the same, and to 

each of them it is the whole; and if a multitude listen in silence, they do not break up the sounds like 

loaves of bread, to be distributed among them individually, but all that is uttered is imparted to all and 

to each in its entirety. Consider this, and say if it is not more incredible that the abiding Word of God 

should not accomplish in the universe what the passing word of man accomplishes in the ears of 

listeners, namely, that as the word of man is present in its entirety to each and all of the hearers, so the 

Word of God should be present in the entirety of his being at the same moment everywhere. (L, 

137.2) 

Anselm 

It belongs to the divine substance, of course, that it always and everywhere exist, so that nothing 

ever or anywhere is apart from its presence. Otherwise, it is in no way everywhere and always 

powerful, and what is not everywhere and always powerful is in no way God. (SABW, 247) 

Thomas Aquinas 

It belongs therefore to a thing to be everywhere absolutely when, on any supposition, it must be 

everywhere; and this properly belongs to God alone. For whatever number of places be supposed, 

even if an infinite number be supposed to exist besides what already exist, it would be necessary that 

God should be in all of them; for nothing can exist except by Him. Therefore, to be everywhere 
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primarily and absolutely, belongs to God, and is proper to Him: because whatever number of places 

be supposed to exist, God must be in all of them, not as a part of Him, but as to His very self. (ST, 

1a.8.4) 
God fills every place; not, indeed, like a body, for a body is said to fill place inasmuch as it 

excludes the co-presence of another body; whereas by God being in a place, others are not thereby 

excluded from it; indeed, by the very fact that He gives being to the things that fill every place, He 

Himself fills every place, (ibid., 1a.8.2) 

The Reformation and Post-Reformation Fathers on God‘s Omnipresence 

The Reformers had no reason to dissent on God‘s omnipresence. Their view of God was 

identical to that of their medieval forefathers on all His basic metaphysical attributes. 

Martin Luther 

Again, 

This proud and conceited spirit … reveals his crude and stupid ideas when he conceives of God‘s 

omnipresence as if God were an immense, expansive Being which fills all the world and extends even 

beyond it, like a bag so full of straw that the straw sticks out at the top and at the bottom; just as 

though God were present everywhere according to the first, the corporeal, comprehensible manner. In 

that event Christ‘s body would, of course, be a mere figment or phantom, an immense bag of straw 

containing God together with heaven and earth. Would such ideas of God not be very crude? 
But this is not our language. On the contrary, we deny that God is such an extended, long, broad, 

thick, high, low Being. We rather contend that God is a supernatural, unfathomable Being, who at one 

and the same time is in every little kernel of grain and also in and above and outside all creatures. 

(WL, 542–43) 

John Calvin 

God is everywhere present, for 

after learning that there is a Creator, it must forthwith infer that he is also a Governor and 

Preserver, and that, not by producing a kind of general motion in the machine of the globe as well as 

in each of its parts, but by a special Providence sustaining, cherishing, superintending, all the things 

which he has made, to the very minutest, even to a sparrow. (ICR, 1.16.1) 
While, then, we are accustomed to regard every object as confined to the place where our senses 

discern it, no place can be assigned to God; and hence, if we would seek him, we must rise higher 

than all corporeal or mental discernment‖ (ibid., 3.20.40, emphasis added). 

Jacob Arminius 

After creatures, and places in which creatures are contained, have been granted to have an 

existence, from this Immensity follows the OMNIPRESENCE or Ubiquity of the Essence of God, 

according to which it is entirely wheresoever any creature or any place is, and this in exact similarity 

to a [mathematical] point, which is totally present to the entire circumference, and to each of its parts, 

and yet without circumscription. If there be any difference, it arises from the Will, the Ability and the 

Act of God. (WJA, 117) 

Francis Turretin 
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God may be said to be present with all things in three modes: (1) by power and operation; (2) by 

knowledge; (3) by essence. This is usually expressed by the Scholastics in the line: Inter, praesenter 

Deus est, et ubique potenter. Meanwhile, GOD is present, and everywhere powerfully. He is said to 

be everywhere by his power because he produces and governs all things and works all things in all (in 

which sense Paul says, ―In him we live and move and have our being,‖ Acts 17:28). He is present 

with all by his knowledge because he sees and beholds all things which are and become in every 

place as intimately present to and placed before him. Hence ―all things‖ are said ―to be naked and 

open unto the eyes of him‖ and ―there is no creature that is not manifest in his sight‖ (Heb. 4:13). 

Finally, he is everywhere by his essence because his essence penetrates all things and is wholly by 

itself intimately present with each and every thing. Now it is of this last presence we properly treat 

here, for our adversaries themselves do not deny that GOD is everywhere present by his power and 

knowledge (as has been said already). (IET, 197) 

John Miley 

In these terms we find the reality and the absoluteness of this omnipresence in the omniscience of 

God and the omnipotence of his will. While God dwells in heaven, he also dwells with the contrite 

and humble in spirit to revive and comfort them. These are purely personal ministries, and, therefore, 

signify a presence of God with the contrite and humble in his personal agency.… Here is first the 

expression of the greatness and majesty of God; then the expression of his kingly government. He is 

enthroned in heaven and rules over all the realms of existence. In the representation God is personally 

local, but his personal agency is everywhere operative. Thus he is present in all the universe in the 

comprehension of his knowledge and the infinite potency of his will. (ST, 220) 

Charles Hodge 

The infinitude of God, so far as space is concerned, includes his immensity and his omnipresence. 

These are not different attributes, but one and the same attribute, viewed under different aspects. His 

immensity is the infinitude of his being, viewed as belonging to his nature from eternity. He fills 

immensity with his presence. His omnipresence is the infinitude of his being, viewed in relation to his 

creatures. He is equally present with all his creatures, at all times, and in all places. (ST, 383–84) 

Further, 

Theologians are accustomed to distinguish three modes of presence in space. Bodies are in space 

circumscriptively. They are bounded by it. Spirits are in space definitively. They have an ubi. They 

are not everywhere, but only somewhere. God is in space repletively. He fills all space. In other 

words, the limitations of space have no reference to Him. He is not absent from any portion of space, 

nor more present in one portion than in another. This of course is not to be understood of extension or 

diffusion. Extension is a property of matter, and cannot be predicated of God. If extended, He would 

be capable of division and separation; and part of God would be here, and part elsewhere. Nor is this 

omnipresence to be understood as a mere presence in knowledge and power. It is an omnipresence of 

the divine essence. Otherwise the essence of God would be limited. (ST, 383–84) 

William G. T. Shedd 

By virtue of God‘s immensity, He is Omnipresent. Immensity and omnipresence are thus 

inseparably connected, and are best considered in reference to each other. Omnipresence has respect 

to the universe of created beings and things; to space as filled. Immensity has reference to this, and to 

what is beyond; to space as void: the ―extra flammantia moenia mundi,‖ of Lucretius. (De Natura in 

I, 74) 



 
441 

God is said to be beyond the universe (extra mundum), not in the sense that there are spaces 

beyond the universe which he fills by extension of substance, but in the sense that the universe does 

not exhaust his immensity, or is equal to it. 
The presence of mind is wholly different from that of matter. Spiritual substance is present, 

wherever it is present, as a complete whole at every point. The human soul, for example, is present as 

a unity and totality at every point of the body. It is not present as the body is, partitively, or by 

division of substance. God, also, as the infinite Spirit, is present at every point of space as a totality. 

He is not present in the universe by division of substance, but as a unity, simple and undivided. This 

is taught in the dicta: ―The soul is all in every part; God is a circle whose centre is everywhere, and 

circumference nowhere‖ (DT, 1.340). 

J. I. Packer 

―God is spirit.‖ When our Lord said this, he was seeking to disabuse the Samaritan woman of the 

idea that there could be only one right place for worship, as if God were locally confined in some 

way. Spirit contrasts with flesh: Christ‘s point is that while we, being flesh, can be present in only one 

place at a time, God, being spirit, is not so limited. God is nonmaterial, noncorporeal, and therefore 

nonlocalized. 
God is not a body—therefore, he is free from all limitations of space and distance; and is 

omnipresent. God has no parts—this means that his personality and powers and qualities are perfectly 

integrated, so that nothing in him ever alters. (KG, 120–21) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S OMNIPRESENCE 

Critics of the orthodox Christian view have offered several objections to the doctrine of 

God‘s omniscience. Two in particular are noteworthy. 

Objection One—Based Upon the Incarnation 

According to orthodox theology, Christ-incarnate is God (see chapter 12 and appendix 1), 

and yet He was not omnipresent—He was located in one place at a time. Therefore, God-

incarnate is not omnipresent. 

Response to Objection One 

In reply, it is important to point out that Christ as God was everywhere at once, while Christ 

as man was in one place at a time. Christ has two natures, and they must not be confused—what 

is true of one is not necessarily true of the other. For example, Christ was infinite and uncreated 

in His divine nature, but He was finite and created in His human nature. Likewise, as God, Christ 

was omnipresent, but as man He was not. 

Objection Two—Based Upon the Invocation of His Presence 

It is also objected that if God is everywhere, then why ask Him to be with us? This is what 

Jesus bid us to do, promising that ―where two or three come together in my name, there am I 

with them‖ (Matt. 18:20). 

Response to Objection Two 
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The answer to this objection is to distinguish the different ways that Christ is with us. In a 

general way, He is always with us as our Sustainer. However, in a special way, the Bible often 

speaks of Christ being with us to judge, to answer prayer, or to bless. Since Christ can be with us 

in more than one way, there is no contradiction here. 

CONCLUSION 

The bases for God‘s omnipotence and omniscience are firm—biblically, theologically, and 

historically—and the arguments against these attributes are misdirected. God is all-powerful and 

everywhere present; as a result, He knows all there is to know about everything there is to know, 

and He has all the power He needs to perform everything He wishes to perform; that is, 

everything that is not a contradiction. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

GOD‘S OMNISCIENCE 

DEFINITION OF OMNISCIENCE 

Historically, the omniscience of God was a straightforward doctrine: God knows everything—

past, present, and future; He knows the actual and the possible; only the impossible (the 

contradictory) is outside the knowledge of God. The contemporary debate, however, has changed 

the theological landscape on this doctrine. God‘s unlimited knowledge is now allegedly limited; 

His all-knowing is no longer the knowing of all. If we adhere to this, we are left with the 

oxymoronic view of limited omniscience. The attack on traditional omniscience has come from 

both outside and inside evangelicalism. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNISCIENCE 

―The LORD saw how great man‘s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every 

inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time‖ (Gen. 6:5). ―Can anyone teach 

God knowledge?‖ (Job 21:22). ―Be assured that my words are not false; one perfect in 

knowledge is with you‖ (Job 36:4). ―Do you know how the clouds hang poised, those wonders of 

him who is perfect in knowledge?‖ (Job 37:16). ―You know when I sit and when I rise; you 

perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar 

with all my ways. Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely, O LORD‖ (Ps. 139:2–

4). ―How precious to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! Were I to 

count them, they would outnumber the grains of sand. When I awake, I am still with you‖ (Ps. 

139:17–18). ―He determines the number of the stars and calls them each by name. Great is our 

Lord and mighty in power; his understanding has no limit‖ (Ps. 147:4–5). ―I make known the end 

from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I 

will do all that I please‖ (Isa. 46:10). ―His understanding no one can fathom‖ (Isa. 40:28). ―See, 
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the former things have taken place, and new things I declare; before they spring into being I 

announce them to you‖ (Isa. 42:9). 

―Your Father knows what you need before you ask him‖ (Matt. 6:8). ―Are not two sparrows 

sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father. 

And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered‖ (Matt. 10:29–30). ―The Lord … does 

these things that have been known for ages‖ (Acts 15:17–18). ―Oh, the depth of the riches of the 

wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing 

out!‖ (Rom. 11:33). ―Those God fore-knew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness 

of his Son‖ (Rom. 8:29). ―In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the 

plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will‖ (Eph. 1:11). 

―Nothing in all creation is hidden from God‘s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before 

the eyes of him to whom we must give account‖ (Heb. 4:13). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNISCIENCE 

Granted that God has knowledge, His omniscience can be derived from a number of His 

other attributes. These include His infinity, His causality, His necessity, His knowledge of 

reality, His eternality, and His absolute perfection. 

The Argument From God‘s Infinity 

All theists agree that God is infinite (without limits), and God‘s knowledge is identical to His 

nature, since He is simple (see chapter 2). God must know according to His Being; therefore, 

God must know infinitely. To be limited in knowledge of the future is not to know infinitely; 

hence, God‘s infinite knowledge must include everything, including all future events. If it did 

not, He would be limited in His knowledge. 

The Argument From God‘s Causality 

All effects preexist in their efficient cause (see Volume 1, chapter 10), since a cause cannot 

produce what it does not possess—it cannot give what it hasn‘t got to give.
1
 God is the First 

Cause of all that exists or will ever exist; thus, the future (including all of its free actions) 

preexists in God. Therefore, by knowing Himself, God knows all future free actions. God knows 

Himself infallibly and eternally; consequently, God has infallible and eternal knowledge of all 

free actions that will ever occur. 

The Argument From God‘s Necessity 

In addition, all theists agree that God is a necessary Being. A necessary Being has no 

possibility of not existing, and what has no possibility of not existing is pure existence. Pure 

Existence (or Pure Actuality) has no potentiality, and since potentiality is a limitation in being, a 

Being of pure actuality has no limitations. God‘s knowledge is identical to His Being; therefore, 

God‘s knowledge must be without any limitation—that is, it is infinite. 

                                                           
1
 The effect preexists in God (its Cause) in two ways. As efficient Cause, He cannot produce what He does not possess; He 

cannot share what He does not have to share. Further, as the ultimate exemplar Cause of everything, God contains the idea or 
pattern of all that comes from Him. Thus, all of creation preexisted in the mind of the Creator before He made it. 



 
445 

The Argument From the Nature of Reality 

Reality includes both the actual and the possible. Only the impossible is not real, and God‘s 

knowledge extends to all that is real; if it did not, then He would not be all-knowing, since there 

would be something that He did not know. But if God knows the possible as well as the actual, 

then God must know the future, since the future is possible, not impossible. If it were impossible, 

then it would never happen. Thus, God must know all that will be actualized in the future, 

including all future free acts. 

The Argument From God‘s Eternality 

God is the eternal Being: His knowledge of the world is from eternity. An eternal Being 

knows eternally, and eternal knowing is not limited by time. Thus, God‘s knowledge is not 

limited by time: He knows the future with the same eternal glance by which He knows the past 

and present. As a result, there is no problem with foreseeing future events before they occur. God 

simply sees them in His eternal present. 

The Argument From God‘s Perfection 

God is an absolutely perfect Being; hence, His knowledge, being identical with His Being, 

must be absolutely perfect too. As the absolutely perfect Being, God must know Himself 

perfectly, and to know Himself perfectly means to know not only His own nature but to know all 

possible ways others can participate in the perfections of that nature. This means that God‘s 

perfect knowledge includes all the ways creatures can and will participate in God‘s perfections. 

Nothing, then, in the future free acts of humanity can be unknown to God from eternity. If it 

were, then God‘s knowledge of Himself would not be perfect. 

The Argument From the Test for a False Prophet 

Another argument in favor of God‘s infallible foreknowledge is the test for a false prophet 

laid down in Deuteronomy 18:22, in which God declared, ―If what a prophet proclaims in the 

name of the LORD does not take place or come true, that is a message the LORD has not spoken. 

That prophet has spoken presumptuously. Do not be afraid of him‖ (emphasis added). This 

implies that a true prophecy is infallible, and only false ones are fallible. That is, all prophecies 

that come from God come to pass, and any prophecy that does not come to pass did not come 

from God. The reason is obvious: Only an omniscient Being cannot be wrong about anything, 

including the future. Anyone who does not with certainty know the future, can, and eventually 

will be, wrong, especially if he makes specific predictions about the future (particularly the 

distant future). Without infallible foreknowledge, he is at best only making good guesses, and no 

one can be right all the time when he is guessing most of the time. Only predictions coming from 

an omniscient Mind will always come to pass. 

The neotheist‘s response is to claim that biblical predictions about future free acts are not 

infallible; rather, they are merely probabilistic forecasts. A non-infallible probabilistic forecast is 

never really wrong, since it was just that—only a probable forecast. Since nothing for certain 

was claimed, when the forecast does not come to pass the prognosticator cannot be charged with 

a false prediction. 
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This reasoning is clearly mistaken on several grounds. First, if true, then no false prophet 

should ever have been stoned, as Deuteronomy 18:22 says they should have been. Indeed, on this 

definition of a prophecy as merely a ―probabilistic forecast,‖ there could never truly be any such 

thing as a false prophecy. This is absurd, since either a prediction comes to pass or it does not. If 

it does, then it is true (since it corresponds to what was predicted), and if it does not, then it is 

false (since it does not correspond to what was predicted). The Bible declares that there can be 

and have been false prophecies, and it condemns those who make them. Hence, while the 

neotheist‘s response is ingenious, it is fallacious. 

Second, according to this clever definition of a prophecy, even God‘s test for a false 

prophecy was a false one. Clark Pinnock, for example, lists a half dozen such unfulfilled 

predictions (MMM, 51). But, as we have seen, this would mean that God has violated the test for 

a false prophet, for He said that any unfulfilled prediction was false and, thus, grounds for being 

stoned. Since Jesus, as a Jew living under Jewish law, gave a prediction that was not fulfilled 

(according to Pinnock), He should have been stoned. Since this is obviously absurd, God must 

have infallible knowledge of all future acts, including free ones. 

Third, and finally, this probablistic view of a prophecy is contrary to what God says about 

His unerring ability to predict the future as proof of His infallible foreknowledge. Isaiah said that 

God and God alone can ―declare the end from the beginning.‖ Only God can say, ―I have spoken 

it; I will also bring it to pass. I have purposed it; I will also do it‖ (Isa. 46:11). Later God lists His 

ability to make infallible predictions as irrefutable evidence that He is the true God and other 

gods are not, saying, 

I foretold the former things long ago, my mouth announced them and I made them known; then 

suddenly I acted, and they came to pass.… Therefore I told you these things long ago; before they 

happened I announced them to you so that you could not say, ―My idols did them; my wooden image 

and metal god ordained them‖ (Isa. 48:3–5). 

Again, the neotheist‘s maneuver is a classic case of special pleading, for it is a claim that 

God has the selective ability to do this on certain occasions, and not on other occasions, which is 

the traditional theistic view they reject. Furthermore, it undermines the neotheist‘s argument that 

this kind of infallible assurance of future free acts is incompatible with libertarian free will. They 

cannot have it both ways. 

The Argument From the Infallibility and Inerrancy of the Bible 

There are strong arguments for the infallibility and inerrancy of the Bible (see Volume 1, 

chapters 13–14, 27). Indeed, even many neotheists who deny God‘s infallible foreknowledge of 

future free acts claim, nonetheless, to believe in inerrancy: Clark Pinnock, John Sanders, and 

Gregory Boyd are cases in point. However, if the Bible is infallible, then all of its predictions 

must be infallible, and its predictions cannot be infallible unless God‘s knowledge of the future is 

infallible—which is what they deny. Hence, either God is infallible or the Bible is not; but, 

conversely, if the Bible is infallible, then so is God‘s foreknowledge of the future free events He 

predicts. In short, this manifests an inconsistency between neotheists‘ belief in the infallibility of 

the Bible and their denial of the infallibility of God‘s knowledge about the future. 

The Bible declares that God cannot err (Rom. 3:4; Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18). And if God cannot 

err, and if God is the ultimate source of Scripture (Matt. 4:7; 2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Peter 1:20–21, etc.), 

with ―every word coming out of the mouth of God‖ (Matt. 4:4; cf. 2 Sam. 23:2), then He must 

have infallible knowledge of future free acts, for the Bible is filled with predictions God has 
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made about the past, present, and future. Any being with only fallible knowledge about all these 

matters would surely have made mistakes. Nevertheless, the Bible, even according to the claims 

of neotheists, has no errors. If so, then God must have infallible (unerring) knowledge about all 

these events. In brief, to deny that God‘s omniscience includes infallible foreknowledge of future 

free events is a denial of the infallibility and inerrancy of the Bible. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNISCIENCE 

Not only is the classical view of God‘s omniscience firmly grounded in Scripture, but the 

Fathers of the church also virtually unanimously support it. This has been true from the very 

beginning. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Omniscience 

The early Fathers, apologists, and theologians of the church are one in affirming the 

omniscience of God. This is particularly clear in their teaching on God‘s infallible 

foreknowledge. 

Justin Martyr (c. 100–165)
2
 

Justin affirmed that God predetermined that Christ would remain in heaven until ―the number 

of those who are foreknown by Him as good and virtuous is complete, on whose account He has 

still delayed the consummation‖ (FA, 45, in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 1.178). God knows 

beforehand persons to be saved by repentance, some not even born yet (28, in ibid., 1.172). 

Justin also asserted that this is not fatalism, but rather ―God foreknowing all that shall be done by 

all men, and it being His decree that the future actions of men shall all be recompensed according 

to their several values‖ (44, in ibid., 1.177). 

In addition, Justin spoke of the persecution of Christians, saying, ―It was foreknown that 

these infamous things should be uttered against those who confessed Christ, and those who 

slandered Him‖ (49, in ibid., 1.179). 

Tatian (120–173) 

Tatian, a disciple of Justin, attributes the foreknowledge of God, through prophecy, as one of 

the reasons for his conversion to Christianity: ―I was led to put faith in these by … the 

foreknowledge displayed of future events‖ (AG, 29, in ibid., 2.77, emphasis added). 

Cyprian (200–258) 

Cyprian said that the foreknowledge of God by the Holy Spirit through the apostles serves 

the church in teaching it how to live for Christ (ECPT, 55.6, in ibid., 5.349). 

Irenaeus (c. 120–c. 202) 

Irenaeus said that God foreknew the doctrines of evil teachers (AH, 3.21.9, in ibid., 1.454). 

Also, 

                                                           
2
 Dates vary as to the early Fathers. I have chosen to use those dates found in Merriam-Webster’s Biographical Dictionary. Since 

all of these writings are from the early church Fathers, we have dispensed with the use of A.D. (anno domini, “the year of our 
Lord”). 
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God, knowing the number of those who will not believe, since He foreknows all things, has given 

them over to unbelief, and turned away His face from men of this stamp, leaving them in the darkness 

which they have themselves chosen for themselves. (4.29.2, in ibid., 1.502) 

Further, ―in order that our faith might be firmly established; and contained a prophecy of 

things to come, in order that man might learn that God has foreknowledge of all things‖ (4.32.2, 

in ibid., 1.506, emphasis added). 

Clement of Alexandria (150–215) 

Clement said, ―He shows both things: both His divinity in His foreknowledge of what would 

take place …‖ (I, 1.9, in ibid., 2.228, emphasis added). Other Fathers are in concert that God 

dwells in eternity and knows all future things from that eternal fulcrum. 

Tertullian (c. 155–c. 225) 

Tertullian asserted that ―it was by this very attribute that He foreknew all things when He 

appointed them their places, and appointed them their places when He foreknew them‖ (AM, 2.5, 

in ibid., 3.301). Yet this foreknowledge did not interfere with God‘s gift of freedom of choice to 

Judas (2.7, in ibid., 3.303), even to perish by his choice of sin. God‘s foreknowledge included 

Judas‘s betrayal of Jesus (4.41, in ibid., 3.419). 

Origen (185–254) 

Origen, in his work against Celsus, contended that God observed, in His foreknowledge, 

those who would walk worthy of Him and would have faithful service even until death (AC, 

7.44, in ibid., 4.629). God knows the future of all things, including the sins of humankind 

(Ambrosiaster, CPE, 81.24, in Oden, ACCSNT, 235).
3
 

Hippolytus (c. 170–c. 235) 

Hippolytus said that God is ―fully acquainted with whatever is about to take place, for 

foreknowledge also is present to Him‖ (RAH, 10.28, in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF). 

Gregory Thaumaturgus (c. 213–c. 270) 

Similarly, Gregory Thaumaturgus indicates that for God, it is as though what is about to 

occur has already happened (in regard to His foreknowledge), because all events have been made 

certain by Him (MBE, 3, in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 6.11). 

Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Omniscience 

                                                           
3
 When Origen denied that God foreknew evil, he was not denying omniscience. He was simply noting that “in Scripture, words 

like foreknew and predestined do not apply equally to both good and evil. For the careful student of the Bible will realize that 
these words are used only of the good. When God speaks of evil people, he says that he never knew them.… They are not said 
to be foreknown, not because there is anything which can escape God’s knowledge, which is present everywhere and nowhere 
absent, but because everything which is evil is considered to be unworthy of his knowledge or of his foreknowledge” (CER, 4.86, 
88, 90, in ibid., 6:235). 
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The medieval Fathers were virtually unanimous in their view on omniscience. From 

Augustine to Aquinas, they understood omniscience in the strong sense of complete, infallible 

knowledge of all things actual and possible, present and future.
4
 

Augustine 

His [God‘s] vision is utterly unchangeable. Thus, He comprehends all that takes place in time—

the not-yet existing future, the existing present, and the no-longer-existing past—in an immutable and 

eternal present. (CG, 11.21) 

Further, 

Neither does His attention pass from thought to thought, for His knowledge embraces everything 

in a single spiritual contuition. [Thus,] His knowledge of what happens in time, like His movement of 

what changes in time, is completely independent of time. (ibid., 11.1) 

As to the relation between God‘s absolute and unchangeable foreknowledge and man‘s free 

will, Augustine held that God‘s ―foreknowledge cannot be deceived‖ (ibid., 5.10), for God 

infallibly foreknows exactly how we are going to use our free choice. Thus, 

The conclusion is that we are by no means under compulsion to abandon free choice in favor of 

divine foreknowledge, nor need we deny—God forbid!—that God knows the future, as a condition 

for holding free choice, (ibid., 5.10) 

Hence, 

A man does not sin because God foreknew that he would sin. Nay, it cannot be doubted but that it 

is the man himself who sins when he does sin, because He whose foreknowledge is infallible 

foreknew … that the man himself would sin, who, if he wills not, sins not. But if he shall not will to 

sin, even this did God foreknow. (ibid.) 

Anselm 

―He foreknows every future event. But what God foreknows will necessarily occur in the 

same manner as He foreknows it to occur‖ (TIR, 153). This infallible foreknowledge includes 

free acts: ―God, who foresees what you are willingly going to do, foreknows that your will is not 

compelled or prevented by anything else; hence this activity of the will is free‖ (ibid., 154). So 

―to foreknow something implies that thing is going to happen.… And so, if God foreknows 

something, then it is necessary that the thing occur‖ (ibid., 157–58). 

However, ―although He foreknows all future events, nevertheless He does not foreknow 

every future event as occurring by necessity.‖ For ―He foreknows that some things are going to 

occur through the free will of rational creatures‖ (ibid., 158). And ―He sees only what is true—

whether this results from necessity or from freedom‖ (ibid., 161). Thus, God‘s knowledge of 

everything, including future free acts, is ―necessary,‖ ―unchangeable,‖ ―eternal,‖ and 

―immutable‖ (ibid., 162–63). 

Nonetheless, ―All things are always present to Him, and so He does not have foreknowledge 

of future things, but knowledge of present things‖ (TFE, 185). All truth exists eternally in the 

                                                           
4
 Jerome appears to be the only major orthodox Father from the Middle Ages charged with diminishing God’s omniscience, 
claiming that it is “unworthy of the divine majesty to let it down to this, that it should know how many gnats are born or die 
every moment, number of cinches and fleas on earth” (see Turretin, IET, 207). 
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―Supreme Truth [who] has no beginning and no end‖ (ibid., 92), for ―he himself is truth‖ (CDH, 

274). Thus, all of God‘s prediction of free events were made infallibly and with necessity: 

If, then, it be said that it was necessary for him [Christ] to die of his single choice, because the 

antecedent faith and prophecy were true, this is no more than saying that it must be because it was to 

be. There is an antecedent necessity, which is the cause of a thing, and there is also a subsequent 

necessity arising from the thing itself. [Now,] wherever there is an antecedent necessity, there is also 

a subsequent one; but not vice versa.… By this subsequent and imperative necessity, was it necessary 

(since the belief and prophecy concerning Christ were true, that he would die of his own free will) 

that it should be so? (ibid., 276–77) 

Thomas Aquinas 

Aquinas argued that all knowing involves a Knower and a known. However, in self-

knowledge the Knower and known are identical. Hence, God can only know Himself through 

Himself (ST, 1a.14.2): God knows Himself by Himself and in Himself. And since God is eternal, 

immutable, and simple, it follows that He knows Himself eternally, immutably, and simply. 

Furthermore, God knows Himself perfectly. Something is known perfectly when its potential 

to be known is completely realized, and there is no unactualized potentiality in God, since He is 

complete actuality—Pure Existence. Therefore, God knows Himself perfectly: His self-

knowledge is completely actual (ibid., 1a.14.3). 

What is more, for Aquinas, God‘s knowledge is identical with His essence, for if God‘s acts 

of knowledge were really distinct from His essence, then they would be related as actuality to 

potentiality. But there can be no potentiality in God; He is Pure Actuality. Thus, God‘s 

knowledge and essence are really identical (ibid., 1a.14.4). This does not mean that God cannot 

know things other than Himself, for God is the efficient Cause (see Volume 2, chapters 18–19) 

of all things. All effects preexist in their efficient cause; hence, whatever exists must preexist in 

God, its efficient Cause. 

So God knows Himself perfectly; yet to know Himself perfectly entails knowing all of the 

various kinds of perfection in Himself as well as those that can participate in His likeness. 

Therefore, it follows that God knows whatever exists perfectly insofar as it all preexists in Him 

(ibid., 1a.14.5). 

Also, simply that God is unchanging does not mean He cannot know changing things. God 

knows everything in one eternal now, including the past, present, and future. God knows the 

future before it happens in time; therefore, when time changes, God‘s knowledge does not 

change, since He knew in advance it would change. In other words, God knows what we do, but 

not in the same way that we do; that is, in successive time frames. God knows the whole of time 

from (in) eternity, but He knows what is before and what is after the temporal now of human 

history (ibid., 1a.14.15). 

God‘s knowledge is not simply of the actual; He also knows the potential—He knows both 

what is and what could be. God can know whatever is real in any way it can be known. Now, 

both the actual and the potential are real: Only the impossible has no reality (ibid., 1a.14.9). 

Hence, God cannot know what is impossible to know, since contradictions do not fall under the 

omniscience of God. However, God can know future contingents; that is, things that are 

dependent on free choice. This is true because the future is a potential that preexists in God, and 

God knows whatever exists in Himself as the Cause of those things (ibid., 1a.14.13). 

Of course, whatever God knows is known infallibly, since God cannot err in His knowledge. 

And since God knows future contingents, it follows that they too are known infallibly by God. 
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They are contingent with regard to their immediate cause (human free choice), but necessary 

with regard to God‘s knowledge. God can do this without eliminating free choice, for the 

omniscient Being can know whatever is not impossible to know, and it is not impossible for the 

timeless Being to know a necessary end that is caused by a contingent means. 

Therefore, the statement ―Everything known by God must necessarily be‖ is true if it refers 

to the statement of the truth of God‘s knowledge, but it is false if it refers to the necessity of the 

contingent events (ibid., 1a.14.4). In Aquinas‘s own words, 

Although contingent things become actual successively, nevertheless God knows contingent 

things not successively—as they are in their own being, as we do—but simultaneously. The reason is 

because His knowledge is measured by eternity, as is also His being; and eternity being 

simultaneously whole comprises all time, as said above [Q. 10, A.2]. Hence, all that are in time are 

present to God from eternity, not only because He has the types of things present within Him, as some 

say, but because His glance is carried from eternity over all things as they are in their presentiality. 

Hence it is manifest that contingent things are infallibly known by God, inasmuch as they are subject 

to the divine sight in their presentiality; yet they are future contingents in relation to their own causes, 

(ibid., 1a.14.13) 

The Reformation Fathers on God‘s Omniscience 

The Reformers followed the thinking of Augustine in their formulation of God‘s omniscience 

(see above). For them, the knowledge of God is of all things—past, present, and future. 

Martin Luther 

Luther asserted that God ―foreknows nothing contingently, but that He foresees, purposes, 

and does all things according to His own immutable, eternal and infallible will‖ (BW, 80). 

Luther‘s use of ―contingently‖ does not mean that God‘s knowledge is always scientia neccesitia 

(necessary knowledge) and not scientia libera (contingent knowledge); Luther, rather, uses 

―contingently‖ to speak of human actions that are independent of God‘s determinations, such as 

the Greek concept of fate (ibid., 80–81). His meaning is clear from his discussion of the Latin: 

Lest we be deceived over our terms, let me explain that being done contingently does not, in 

Latin, signify that the thing done is itself contingent, but that it is done by a contingent and mutable 

will—such as is not to be found in God! (ibid., 81) 

Luther also believed that God knows all reality regarding Himself and all things outside of 

Himself, because God, in fact, wills everything,
5
 rather than that the created order possesses 

complete independence and God only knows by observance, instead of by involvement. 

Moreover, God, in deciding the future that He knows, does not do so by ―necessity,‖ in the sense 

                                                           
5
 Mark Chavalas distinguishes the exercise of divine will and kinds of causation: “Many think of divine will and natural causation 

in exclusive terms. They cannot exist together. But to seek a divine origin for an event because of the inability of our present 
understanding to provide a satisfactory natural explanation is a fallacy. This is a determination to be made from the other side 
of omniscience. To see a divine effect does not mean the termination of natural causes. Explanations of an event in natural and 
unnatural terms are not exclusive but compatible. In the ancient Near East, as well as in Israel, kings imputed victory to the 
gods without denying that human agents took part. Divine causation in Scripture was not usually those events that interrupted 
the sequence of natural causes but those that usually exhibited how God was at work in them. But one needs to find a balance 
in order to understand how to interpret an event historically” (“The Historian, the Believer, and the Study of the Supposed 
Conflict of Faith and Reason” in JETS 36:2 [June 1993]: 145–62). 
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of compulsion, that is, against His will, which is free (ibid.). In brief, God has complete and 

infallible foreknowledge of all future events, including those flowing from free choice. 

John Calvin 

Calvin said, ―We hence infer that God does not indolently contemplate the fortuitous issue of 

things, as most philosophers vainly talk; but that he determines, at his own will, what shall 

happen.‖ He continued, 

Wherefore, in predicting events, he does not give a response from the tables of fate, as the poets 

feign concerning their Apollo, whom they regard as a prophet of events which are not in his own 

power, but declares that whatever shall happen will be his own work. [Isa. 45:7] (CG, 658) 

Moreover, ―God foreknew what the end was to be before he made him, and so foreknew 

what was ordained by His decree.
6
 Should anyone inveigh against the prescience of God, he does 

it rashly and unadvisedly‖ (ICR, 3.23.7). 

Lastly, for Calvin, foreknowledge does not mean conditioning by the creature: 

When we attribute prescience to God, we mean all things always were, and continue under his 

eye; that to his knowledge there is no past or future, but all things are present, and indeed so present, 

that it is not merely the idea of them that is before him (as those objects are which we retain in our 

memory), but that he truly sees and contemplates them as actually under his immediate inspection. 

This prescience extends to the whole circuit of the world, and to all creatures. (ibid., 3.21.5) 

The Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Omniscience 

The great teachers of the church after the Reformation were no less committed to God‘s 

omniscience than were their forefathers. This is evident from the following quotations. 

Jacob Arminius 

Arminius believed that God understands all things, whether this is God‘s knowledge of 

Himself,
7
 His knowledge of His creatures‘ actions in the past, present, or future, necessary and 

contingent, good and bad. Arminius expressed God‘s omniscience in eloquent and precise terms: 

He knows things substantial and accidental of every kind; the actions and passions, the modes and 

circumstances of all things; external words and deeds, internal thought, deliberations, counsels, and 

determinations, and the entities of reason, whether complex or simple. All these things, being jointly 

attributed to the understanding of God, seem to conduce to the conclusion that God may deservedly 

be said to know things infinite. (WJA, I.444) 

This knowledge is not learned, but infinitely intuitive, in eternity not time, immeasurable and 

immutable, by a single and undivided act (ibid., I.445). 

Francis Turretin 

                                                           
6
 Calvin here seems to share the perspective of Strong, Shedd, and Turretin regarding the logical relation of God’s decree and 

foreknowledge. 
7
 God knows Himself entirely and adequately. He also knows other things entirely; excellently, as they are in Himself and in His 

understanding; adequately, as they are in their proper natures. 



 
453 

Turretin set forth four aspects to God‘s knowledge; namely, that it is perfect, undivided, 

distinct, and immutable (IET, 207). God‘s knowledge is perfect in that He knows all things by 

Himself, by His essence, and His knowledge is in eternity, not in time (ibid.). His knowledge is 

undivided, since He knows all things intuitively and noetically (immediate knowledge) rather 

than by learning or reasoning (discursively and dianoetically—indirect knowledge). His 

knowledge is distinct in that He knows all at one glance so that nothing, even the smallest thing, 

escapes His knowledge. Lastly, His knowledge is immutable because there is no change: He 

knows everything in all facets by immutable cognition (ibid.). 

Turretin said that to deny that God knows every minute particular in the universe is very 

injurious toward Him (ibid). God knows the hairs on our heads and the sparrows that fall (Matt. 

10:29–30); all things are naked and open to Him and manifest in His sight (Heb. 4:13); and He 

knows the number of stars and calls them by name (Ps. 147:4). Turretin concluded, 

Yea, since all things (even the greatest) are the smallest before him in comparison with his 

infinity (as Isaiah 40:15 magnificently says) and, as it were, nothing, the knowledge of all things 

should be denied of him if the smallest are removed from his notice (ibid., 208) 

Turretin then provided a lengthy discussion of contingent knowledge (ibid., 208–12), finding 

that 

when God conceives future contingent things as certainly future, he does not conceive of them 

otherwise than they are; but he knows them relatively to the decree as necessarily about to take place 

and determinate which, relative to their cause, he knows as indeterminate and contingently future. 

(ibid., 212) 

Like Aquinas, Turretin explained the contingency by primary and secondary causes: 

God foreknows them both in himself and in his decree (as the first cause), and so they are 

necessary on account of the immutability of the decree and the infallibility of foreknowledge; and 

God foreknows them in the second causes on which they proximately and immediately depend, which 

are per se indefinite, and so they are contingent things, (ibid.) 

Jonathan Edwards 

Edwards shared the historic orthodox view of God‘s exhaustive knowledge, particularly that 

of foreknowledge, seeing it as one of the ―evidences of … [God‘s] peculiar glory, greatly 

distinguishing him from all other beings‖ (FW, 11.1.4.109). In reference to the nature of God‘s 

foreknowledge, Edwards contended that for God not to know beforehand is to deny God the 

ability to foretell the future. God, instead, would be limited to uncertain guesses, for if God does 

not foreknow ―the future volitions of moral agents, then neither can he certainly foreknow those 

events which are consequent and dependent on these volitions‖ (ibid., 2.11.96–97). 

Additionally, in reacting to the idea that God does not know the actions of His free creatures, 

Edwards said that God ―must have little else to do but to mend broken links as well as he can, 

and be rectifying his disjointed frame and disordered movements in the best manner the case will 

allow‖ (ibid., 11.4.111). Edwards then mused as to the tremendous and miserable disadvantages 

of God‘s governing the world without being able to discover major things that may befall His 

world, for which knowing, He could plan (ibid.). 

Stephen Charnock 

Charnock affirmed that God is immutable in regard to knowledge: 
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God hath known from all eternity all that which he can know, so that nothing is hid from him. He 

knows not at present any more than he hath known from eternity: and that which he knows now he 

always knows: ―All things are open and naked before him‖ [Heb. 4:13] (EAG, 1:321–22). 
Though the foreknowledge of God be infallible, yet it doth not necessitate the creature in acting. 

It was certain from eternity that Adam would fall, that men would do such and such actions, that 

Judas would betray our Saviour; God foreknew all those things from eternity; but, it is as certain that 

this foreknowledge did not necessitate the will of Adam, or any other branch of his posterity, in the 

doing those actions that were foreseen by God; they voluntarily run into such courses, not by any 

impulsion. God‘s knowledge was not suspended between certainty and uncertainty; he certainly 

foreknew that his law would be broken by Adam; he foreknew it in his own decree of not hindering 

him, by giving Adam the efficacious grace, which would infallibly have prevented it. (ibid., 2.145) 
Since God knows time, he knows all things as they are in time; he doth not know all things to be 

at once, though he knows at once what is, has been, and will be. All things are past, present, and to 

come, in regard of their existence; but there is not past, present, and to come, in regard of God‘s 

knowledge of them, because he sees and knows not by any other, but by himself; he is his own light 

by which he sees, his own glass wherein he sees; beholding himself, he beholds all things. (ibid., 

1.285) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S OMNISCIENCE 

Serious protests from contemporary theologians have been leveled against the traditional 

view of God‘s omniscience, both from inside and outside of the evangelical perspective. The 

most important are considered here. 

Objection One—Based Upon the Unsettled Nature of the Future 

Some critics of omniscience argue that traditional theologians are to be faulted for taking 

literally passages of Scripture where God is portrayed as knowing and/or controlling the future. 

(These thinkers, in turn, deny the literal meaning of other passages that speak of God knowing 

the future only in terms of possibilities, or in changing His mind—see Boyd, GP, 14.) They insist 

that ―if we don‘t assume that the future is entirely settled, there is an easy way to integrate the 

motif of future determinism with the motif of future openness‖ (ibid., 14–15). So the future 

allegedly ―consists partly of settled realities and partly of unsettled realities‖ (ibid., 16). 

Response to Objection One 

First, their unwillingness to recognize legitimate use of anthropomorphisms regarding God‘s 

knowledge leads neotheists to conclusions they may not have envisioned. Neglecting the use of 

metaphoric language in the Bible would not only leave God without exhaustive knowledge of the 

future but also without exhaustive knowledge of the present. An example of this is the 

interaction between Yahweh and Abraham in Genesis 18:20–33. The text portrays God not 

having adequate information of the present as to whether there were a sufficient number of 

righteous men to spare Sodom. Thus, Abraham negotiates God down from fifty to ten as the 

number of righteous men necessary to spare the city. Surely God, like every good negotiator, 

knows His bottom line before He begins negotiating. Another instance of apparent imperfect 

knowledge of the present is Isaiah 6:8: ―Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, ‗Whom shall 

I send? And who will go for us?‘ And I said, ‗Here am I. Send me!‘ ‖ Surely we are not to 
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suppose from such examples that God is so limited in His knowledge that He does not even 

know the present. 

There are several reasons why some scholars have fallen into this untenable position. 

Primarily, they fail to understand that God may sound indefinite to us because He desires to 

speak in terms that solicit response from us, not to receive an answer to something He did not 

already know. The infinite God uses language (here and elsewhere) of sequential thought and 

indecision for the purpose of communication, not because of a lack in His knowledge, but 

because of a lack in our ability to know. 

Second, if neotheists persist in taking these anthropomorphisms as literal descriptions of God, 

then they have reduced Him to a finite being rather than an infinite Being who seeks to 

condescend to human terms and thought patterns for the purpose of communication. If they wish 

to speak of God as infinite, or as omniscient, but infinite in His knowledge of only certain 

portions of the future, then they are fudging on the meaning of ―omniscient.‖ For example, if a 

student said, ―My math teacher is omniscient,‖ but, upon questioning him, we found out that he 

meant only that she had an unlimited knowledge of the subject she taught (namely, third-grade 

multiplication tables), would we not believe that he had altered the word‘s meaning? 

Third, the kind of interpretation that the critic of omniscience places on these biblical texts 

leads to other serious theological problems, such as God not being omnipresent, for God also 

interacts with human beings in the language of space. God asked Adam and Eve, ―Where are 

you?‖ (Gen. 3:9). Does this mean that He did not know where they were when He inquired 

regarding their whereabouts in the Garden? However, if a non-spatial God knew where Adam 

and Eve were but found it necessary to enter into this spatial dialogue in order to have a proper 

conversation with spatial creatures, then why cannot the same be true of a nontemporal God 

having a dialogue with temporal creatures? Implicitly, the omnipresence of God is at stake if we 

do not understand this passage in a nonliteral sense regarding God‘s attributes. 

Fourth, following the literalistic interpretation of anthropomorphism, we would have to 

conclude that God moves from place to place. In Exodus 3:7–8, Yahweh encounters Moses on 

Mount Horeb, revealing that He has been observing His people in Egypt and has empathized 

with their suffering. Then He reveals that He has now ―come down‖ to deliver them. Certainly 

we should not understand that this literally means God moves from one place to another: An 

omnipresent Being does not have to move, since He is already there. God is not a spatial Being 

and does not move in time and space, but for the purpose of communication He uses expressions 

that are understandable to finite humans who do move in time and space. Such nonliteral 

descriptions of divine activity reveal personal interaction with humanity. 

Finally, are we to suppose that God is struck by a divine amnesia when He forgives our sins 

because God said, ―I will not remember your sins‖ (Isa. 43:25 NKJV)? 

Objection Two—Based Upon God‘s Alleged Limited Knowledge 

According to the assailants of traditional omniscience, God knows all things that He has 

planned or determined, but not other matters that He has chosen not to determine or plan, 

namely, the free choices of human beings. In seeking to defend this viewpoint, neotheists turn to 

two important passages on God‘s sovereignty and omniscience: Isaiah 46 and 48. Isaiah 46:9–10 

reads, ―Remember the former things, those of long ago; I am God, and there is no other; I am 

God, and there is none like me. I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, 

what is still to come.‖ Isaiah 48:3 says, ―I announced events beforehand, I issued the decrees and 

made the predictions; suddenly I acted and they came to pass‖ (NET). 
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Strangely, they declare that these texts do not reveal a God who knows the entirety of the 

future, but one who knows that part of the future which He has decided to control according to 

His purpose: 

He foreknows that certain things are going to take place because he knows his own purpose and 

intention to bring these events about. As sovereign Lord of history, he has decided to settle this much 

about the future. (Boyd, GP, 30, emphasis added) 

As to the prediction that Judas would betray Christ, Greg Boyd claims that if he had not 

chosen to be the betrayer, then the odds are that Jesus could have found someone else. (However, 

this is not as likely with King Cyrus [Isa. 45:1f], since the number of kings available to conquer 

Israel were not as plentiful.) In order to demonstrate his position, Boyd sets forth five categories 

of future events that God does know in the future: (1) His knowledge of His chosen people, (2) 

His knowledge of individuals, (3) His knowledge of Christ‘s ministry, (4) His knowledge of the 

elect, and (5) His knowledge of the end times. 

Response to Objection Two 

First of all, this objection appears to confuse God‘s determination with direct causation. A 

person may know something without causing it in such a way as to take away any human self-

determination, and so may God. A person standing on the top of a building who sees two cars, 

not visible to each other, about to collide, does not cause the collision but only foresees it. 

Further, they strangely believe that the sovereignty of God is expressed by God‘s not 

exercising control rather than by His exercising it. Boyd says, 

Indeed, God is so confident in his sovereignty, we hold, he does not need to micromanage 

everything. He could if he wanted to, but this would demean his sovereignty. So he chooses to leave 

some of the future open to possibilities, allowing them to be resolved by the decisions of free agents. 

It takes a greater God to steer a world populated with free agents than it does to steer a world of 

preprogrammed automatons. (ibid., 31) 

For one thing, the classic orthodox view of God‘s sovereignty does not maintain that humans 

are ―preprogrammed automatons.‖ For another, Boyd seems to equivocate here by claiming that 

God is so much in control that He is not in control. Further, he says that God is somehow in 

control steering the world, at least in some sense. However, if controlling all of the future would 

be demeaning, then why would being in total control of some of the future not also be 

demeaning? This is a paradox, claiming God has limited omniscience and limited infinitude. 

What is more, some critics claim that in a number of elements of the future God has definite 

intentions and truly knows them ahead of time, but in most other things He does not. Unless the 

Scriptures specifically mention things that He specifically knows, they are relegated to the side 

as things that He does not know with certainty. Using this type of logic and interpretative 

method, when the Bible says that the very hairs of our head are numbered, or that God knows the 

birds of the air who fall to the ground, one could conclude that the failure to mention the number 

of hairs on my arms or other animals on the ground would mean that God does not have perfect 

knowledge of these things. Surely they are provided as representations of the infinite knowledge 

of God. That the Bible is not exhaustive regarding all the facts God foreknows does not in any 

way signify that He is not fully aware of them. 

By contrast, the God of the Bible determines all things and thus knows all things that He has 

in fact determined, as well as all those other things that He did not determine to occur. In His 
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determination of all things, God has chosen to be proactive in specific situations, but generally to 

refrain from acting, preserving the free acts of humans consistent with their natures, and thus 

completely accomplishing His will in reference to these actions. 

Objection Three—Based Upon God‘s Knowledge of Peter‘s Character 

Some of those who reject God‘s complete omniscience argue that God can predict with great 

accuracy without infallible foreknowledge, based on His knowledge of the character of those 

performing the acts: 

Our omniscient Creator knows us perfectly, far better than we even know ourselves. Hence, we 

can assume that God is able to predict our behavior far more extensively and accurately than we could 

predict it ourselves. This does not mean that everything we will ever do is predictable, for our present 

character doesn‘t determine all of our future. But it does mean that our behavior is predictable to the 

extent that our character is solidified and future circumstances that will affect us are in place. (Boyd, 

GP, 35) 

To illustrate this view, Peter and Judas are discussed. Boyd says that absolute knowledge of 

the future was not necessary for Jesus to predict that Peter would deny Him three times (Matt. 

26:33–35): 

Contrary to the assumption of many, we do not need to believe that the future is exhaustively 

settled to explain this prediction. We only need to believe that God the Father knew and revealed to 

Jesus one very predictable aspect of Peter‘s character. Anyone who knew Peter‘s character perfectly 

could have predicted that under certain highly pressured circumstances (that God could easily 

orchestrate), he would act just the way he did. (ibid.) 

Response to Objection Three 

First, this view supposes that a person‘s character may inevitably lead to a particular action 

that may be certainly known by God: When presented with the right circumstances, we will 

supposedly choose to act in a certain way—without fail. But how does this avoid a form of 

determinism that they disavow? If Peter genuinely had the right to self-determination (called free 

will), then no matter what the circumstances he could have made the choice he desired, contrary 

to the circumstances. If he could have done this, then God could not have known for sure 

whether he would or would not. Hence, from this perspective, God cannot infallibly predict 

based on the knowledge of character alone. 

Second, it should be observed that even perfect knowledge of character could not predict 

what God did in Peter‘s case. How does knowledge of character not only reveal that he would 

deny Christ, but that he would deny Jesus three specific times? Not one, two, or four, but exactly 

three! Now, Boyd may respond that God sent three different people to Peter to ensure that it was 

three specific times to fulfill the prophecy, but must Peter fail at each with certainty? How could 

God ensure that someone else would not also tempt Peter and thus contradict the prophecy, or 

maybe be an encourager and move him from this course? 

Third, not only was the prediction that Peter would deny Christ, and do it three times, but it 

would be before the rooster crowed. Boyd merely says, ―before morning,‖ but there is more than 

morning involved. The denials occurred immediately before a rooster crowed. How would God 

anticipate the acts of a nonmoral, non-free-will being in this prediction? It stretches one‘s 

credulity to see this position embraced. 
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Fourth, and finally, knowledge of character, no matter how good it is, cannot predict events 

with certainty. But the New Testament reveals that events like Jesus‘ betrayal and death were 

determined with certainty before they happened (cf. John 6:64; Acts 2:23). This is particularly so 

in a libertarian view of freedom, where the choice could always have been otherwise. 

Objection Four—Based Upon the Possibility That Judas Would Not Betray Christ 

Some rejecters of infallible foreknowledge believe that Judas‘ betrayal was not determined in 

eternity. In fact, any of the disciples allegedly could have been the betrayer (GP, 37). Boyd 

supports his argument in three ways. 

First, he questions that John 6:64 teaches that Jesus knew in eternity (or even early in His 

ministry) that Judas would betray him. He claims that the word arche, used here, does not imply 

that Jesus knew who would betray Him from a time before the person decided in his heart to do 

so. As in Philippians 4:15, arche can mean ―early on.‖ John 6:64, thus, is said to suggest that 

Jesus knew who would betray Him from the moment this person resolved to betray him, or from 

the time Jesus chose him to be a disciple—but not from eternity (ibid.). 

Second, neotheists disclaim that the term ―son of perdition‖ relates specifically to Judas in 

John 17:12 KJV: 

Many assume that when Jesus referred to Judas as one who was ―destined to be lost,‖ he meant 

that Judas was damned from the beginning of time (John 17:12). However, they insist the verse 

doesn‘t say this. The Greek translated as ―destined to be lost‖ [translated by whom, I don‘t know] 

literally says, ―son of perdition,‖ with no indication as to when Judas had become this. We can only 

know that by the time Jesus said this, Judas had, of his own free will, made himself into a person fit 

for destruction. (ibid.) 

Third, it is also argued that Judas fulfilled Scripture, not that Judas was the one who had to 

fulfill Scripture. Boyd says that we have every reason to suppose that earlier on Judas could have 

(and should have) chosen a different path for his life, but as a free moral agent, Judas tragically 

chose a path of self-destruction. If he had made himself into a different kind of person, he would 

not have been a candidate for fulfilling the prophecy of the Lord‘s betrayal. In this case, the Lord 

would have found someone else God foreknew would freely fulfill this role (ibid., 38). 

Some argue that Jesus did not really know that Judas would betray Him up until the time he 

actually did. John Sanders argues that when Jesus announced at the Passover meal that one of the 

disciples would betray Him—―hand‖ Him ―over‖ (paradidomi) to the temple authorities—we 

would be wrong to believe that Judas in fact betrayed Jesus. Relying on the work of William 

Klassen, Sanders insists that none of the disciples considered Judas to be the betrayer at the Last 

Supper, and that Judas was on friendly terms with Jesus. Sanders says that ―hand over‖ 

(paradidomi) does not mean ―betray‖ (GWR, 98). Instead, Judas was attempting to get Jesus to 

confront the high priest and resolve their differences (ibid.). When Jesus sent Judas from the 

Supper (John 13:27–30), it was not to betray Him, for this would be wrong for Jesus to tell a 

fellow Jew to go and deliberately commit a sin. Rather, He is said to have reached out to Judas, 

trying to get him to decide what sort of Messiah he expected Jesus to be (ibid., 99). 

Response to Objection Four 

This reasoning implies that Jesus did not have a prior knowledge of Judas‘s intent to betray 

Him when He chose him as a disciple: Jesus only discovered this at the time of Judas‘s actual 
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decision to do so later in the gospel accounts, or at the exact time He selected Judas as a disciple. 

One wonders why God‘s supposed unfailing anticipation of character, as argued earlier in 

reference to Peter, is not used here. In this case it would not require the absolute knowledge of 

the future, as Boyd seeks to dismiss here. Nonetheless, the text reveals that Jesus‘ knowledge of 

those who believed in Him and specifically who would betray Him does not speak of His later 

ministry or even necessarily to His choosing of Judas. Nothing in the sixth chapter of John would 

indicate this. 

First, the word arche is used in John both to mean ―eternity‖ (John 1:1, 2; 8:25) and to mean 

the beginning of Jesus‘ ministry with the Twelve (John 8:25; 15:27; 16:4). The text does not say 

which meaning should be understood here (in John 6:64), but there is other evidence in the 

context that suggests the former. Note that the verse following this pronouncement (in 6:64 

NKJV) has the conclusionary ―therefore‖: ―Therefore, I have said to you that no one can come to 

Me unless it has been granted to him by My Father.‖ The reason why Jesus had knowledge of 

true believers and of the betrayer related to the fact of God‘s election, which is eternal. 

Second, in response to replacing ―son of perdition‖ with ―destined to be lost,‖ it should be 

observed that while it is grammatically possible, it is contextually unlikely. We do not dispute 

that humans are lost because they fit themselves for destruction, as taught by Paul in Romans 

9:22. However, it is with the third point that we find most disagreement, where Boyd says that 

Judas‘s betrayal was not a specific fulfillment of Scripture and that someone else could have 

betrayed Jesus (as a fulfillment of Scripture). For one thing, it is not simple to find one to betray 

Jesus and thus fulfill Scripture. For another, Boyd‘s comment that Jesus does not say that Judas 

had to fulfill Scripture, only that he did fulfill it, misses the point. While it is true that Jesus did 

not say this, Peter did. Note his words to the 120 in the Upper Room: 

Men and brethren, this Scripture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit spoke before by the 

mouth of David concerning Judas.… For it is written in the book of Psalms: ―Let his dwelling place 

be desolate, and let no one live in it‖; and ―Let another take his office‖ (Acts 1:16–20 NKJV). 

Thus, the neotheist‘s view directly contradicts the literal meaning of the text. 

Third, Sanders‘ view of the betrayal of Jesus by Judas stretches interpretation to the point of 

breaking. John 13:11, spoken on the night of Jesus‘ betrayal in the Upper Room, clearly says, 

―For he knew who was going to betray him, and that was why he said not every one was clean.‖ 

In his excellent review of Sanders‘ book, Ardel B. Caneday says of Sanders‘ discussion of ―hand 

over‖ (paradidomi), ―He commits two fallacies, both the root fallacy and the prescriptive 

fallacy.… He presumes that the etymology of the word establishes the meaning, and he 

prescribes that one meaning (‗hand over‘) to every use of the word‖ (Caneday, ―PGR,‖ xx in TJ). 

Sanders fails to learn from the arguments of James Barr in his important work The Semantics of 

Biblical Language: Words rely on context, not etymology (SBL, 217–18).
8
 

Fourth, and finally, though Sanders insists that Jesus‘ dipping the bread into the bowl and 

giving it to Judas was an act of friendship rather than a sign that he was the betrayer, this is 

opposed to the words of Scripture, which indicate that He dipped into the bowl specifically to 

identify Judas as the betrayer, quelling the unease of at least two of the disciples regarding His 

announcement of a betrayer among them. After the dipping, the text narrates that Satan entered 

                                                           
8
 Barr says, “The error that arises, when the ‘meaning’ of a word (understood as the total series of relations in which it is used in 
the literature) is read into a particular case as its sense and implication there, may be called ‘illegitimate identity transfer’ ” 
(SBL, 218). 
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into Judas to do his dastardly deed (John 13:21–27). It is special pleading to argue that when 

Judas seeks to hand over Jesus to the authorities, it is not a breaking of trust and thus a betrayal. 

Objection Five—Based Upon Alleged Bad Decisions by God 

Not surprisingly, some critics of God‘s complete omniscience claim that not only does God 

have limited knowledge, but they imply that He also makes some bad or unwise decisions! 

Response to Objection Five 

Two considerations lead to a negative answer to this question. 

First, it is better to allow Scripture to inform us regarding the nature of divine wisdom than 

to reinterpret an entire motif in order to square it with our preconceptions of divine wisdom. If 

God says He regretted a decision, and if Scripture elsewhere tells us that God is perfectly wise, 

then we should simply conclude that one can be perfectly wise and still regret a decision. 

Second, even if this is a mystery to us, it is better to allow the mystery to stand than to 

assume that we know what God‘s wisdom is like and conclude on this basis that God can‘t mean 

what He clearly says (as does Boyd, GP, 57). Furthermore, God‘s regret need not refer to the 

original condition, but to a later state that would involve no contradiction. 

Finally, there are three reasons that this kind of interpretation is hard to reconcile with the 

omniscient (all-wise) God of Scripture. 

For one, it is at odds with the clear teaching of the Bible that God‘s knowledge is ―infinite‖ 

(Ps. 147:5 NKJV), that He knows the end from the beginning (Isa. 46:10), and that His wisdom is 

the basis of all human wisdom aimed at avoiding bad decisions (cf. Proverbs). How can God be 

the source, foundation, and repository of all wisdom (Prov. 1:7; Col. 2:3) and be so foolish? 

For another, this view undermines the biblical teaching that God is absolutely perfect. The 

psalmist wrote, ―The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul. The statutes of the LORD are 

trustworthy, making wise the simple‖ (Ps. 19:7). Or, ―Do you know how the clouds hang poised, 

those wonders of him who is perfect in knowledge?‖ (Job 37:16). How can God be perfect in 

knowledge and wisdom and yet make mistakes? 

Lastly, it is unnecessary to take these anthropomorphic expressions as literal. As all admit, 

the Bible is filled with anthropomorphisms. Why, then, should these expressions not be 

understood anthropomorphically? 

Objection Six—Based Upon the Alleged Impossibility of Knowing Future Free Acts 

The ―limited omniscience‖ objection goes like this: 

(1) God knows infallibly whatever is possible to know. 

(2) It is not possible to infallibly know future free acts. 

(3) Therefore, God does not know future free acts infallibly. 

States Sanders: 

Though God‘s knowledge is coextensive with reality in that God knows all that can be 

known, the future free actions of free creatures are not yet reality, and so there is nothing to be 

known. (GWR, 198–99) 
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This is often called qualified or limited omniscience, in contrast to classical omniscience, which 

is unlimited. In this view, God‘s knowledge of future free acts is fallible: ―Nonetheless, this 

[God‘s not knowing the future] does leave open the possibility that God might be mistaken about 

some points, as the biblical record acknowledges‖ (ibid., 132). 

With regard to free choices, God can only prognosticate based on His vast knowledge of 

human character, events, and tendencies of what free creatures are likely to do. He cannot be 

absolutely sure what they will do, says Sanders: 

Given the depth and breadth of God‘s knowledge of the present situation, God forecasts what he 

thinks will happen. In this regard, God is the consummate social scientist predicting what will 

happen, (ibid., 131) 

However, these opponents of complete omniscience make one important exception: 

Anything God wishes to know absolutely and control completely about the future, so as to 

accomplish His ultimate plan, He can do by divine intervention. That is, God can tamper with 

human freedom (if necessary and on occasion) so as to be able to determine the final outcome of 

things. Ordinarily, it is argued, God does not do this and, hence, creatures are free to do what 

even God Himself does not infallibly know they will do. Boyd states, 

Many prophecies pertaining to individuals can also be understood as examples of the LORD 

establishing particular parameters ahead of time. The two most impressive examples of this are Josiah 

and Cyrus. As a supernatural sign to his people, God named Josiah (―the LORD strengthens‖) and 

Cyrus and declared their accomplishments before they were born. This decree obviously set strict 

parameters around the freedom of the parents in naming these individuals (see also Luke 1:11–23). It 

also restricted the scope of freedom these individuals could exercise as it pertained to particular 

foreordained activities. In other respects, however, these two individuals and their parents remained 

self-determining agents. (GP, 34, emphasis added) 

Response to Objection Six 

Classical theists have no difficulty with the logical form of this basic argument about God‘s 

omniscience. Of course, God cannot know the impossible. The disagreement is with the content 

of the second premise: It is not possible to infallibly know future free acts. Traditional theists 

contend that the defense given for this premise is lacking. The following examination of each of 

process theology‘s arguments will reveal why. 

Objection Seven—Based Upon the Nature of Free Choice 

This objection is as follows: 

(1) Free acts are those that could have been otherwise. 

(2) God‘s infallible knowledge of events means they cannot be otherwise (for if they could, 

then God would have been mistaken and not infallible in His knowledge). 

(3) Hence, infallible knowledge of free acts is impossible. 

Response to Objection Seven 

This conclusion can be challenged in at least two ways. 
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First, it assumes a particular view of free choice, called libertarianism, that not all theists 

accept. Many, particularly in the strong Calvinist tradition (such as Jonathan Edwards),
9
 argue 

that free acts are doing what one desires, and God is capable of giving free agents the desires He 

decrees. Hence, future free acts (in Edwards‘ sense) can be free and yet determined and, 

therefore, infallibly known in advance. 

Second, other classical theists like Thomas Aquinas point out that there is no contradiction 

involved in claiming both that (1) a future free act is determined from the relation of God‘s 

infallible foreknowledge and (2) yet also free when viewed from the relationship of our free 

choice (in the sense of the power to do otherwise). Thus, infallible foreknowledge and free 

choice are not contradictory, for the law of non contradiction demands that to be contradictory, 

two propositions must affirm and deny the same thing in the same sense and in the same 

relationship (see Volume 1, chapter 5). However, in this case, one and the same event is 

determined in one relationship, but not determined in a different relationship—one in relation to 

God‘s knowledge, and the other in relation to our free choice. 

Objection Eight—Based Upon the Nature of Truth 

According to this line of reasoning, future events have not yet occurred. A true statement is 

what corresponds to what has occurred; therefore, no statements about the future can be true 

(since the future has not yet occurred). That is to say, it makes no sense to talk about knowing 

something is true in advance of it happening, since it cannot be actually true until it actually 

happens. 

Response to Objection Eight 

In response, several things are important to observe. 

First, the argument proves too much. For, if so, then God could not know anything in 

advance—including necessary events—since they have not yet happened. Yet even critics of 

traditional omniscience admit that God has infallible foreknowledge of necessary events. 

Therefore, they cannot object to the possibility of God knowing future free events on the basis of 

the nature of truth. 

Second, one can avoid this problem by simply pointing out that it is true that God knows in 

advance that the event will occur. There is a difference in claiming (1) it is true in advance, and 

(2) God knows in advance that it will be true later. In either case, however, God can know it is 

going to occur—which is all that is necessary to defend the classical view of omnipotence. 

Third, the problem is resolved for a classical theist, since God is eternal (see chapter 4), and 

there are no time indicators on His knowledge. An eternal God does not foresee; He simply sees 

from all eternity all that from a temporal standpoint was, is, and will be. All future events are 

present to Him in His eternal Now. So God knows what we know, but He does not know it the 

same way that we know it. We know things as past, present, or future, but God knows our past, 

present, and future in His eternal Present. Therefore, in order to demonstrate that it is impossible 

                                                           
9
 Edwards defined freedom thus: “The plain and obvious meaning of the words Freedom and Liberty, in common speech, is 

power, opportunity or advantage, that any one has, to do as he pleases” (JES, 279; cf. 311, emphasis added). Of course, he goes 
on to argue that it is God alone who gives the desire to do good to His creatures. So fallen humans are not free to do what they 
decide (with the power of contrary choice), but only what they desire as God gives the desire to do good or to do evil, as their 
own fallen nature demands. Edwards had no explanation as to why unfallen creatures, such as Lucifer and Adam, could desire 
to choose evil, since God surely did not give them this desire and they had no fallen nature. (See Volume 3, chapter 3.) 
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for the omniscient God to know the future, the neotheist would have to prove that God is not 

eternal (nontemporal). As we have seen, no such proof has been given. 

Objection Nine—Based Upon the Unreality of the Future 

In his book The God Who Risks, John Sanders argues that God cannot know the future, since: 

(1) The future is not real (because it has not yet happened). 

(2) God can only know what is real. 

(3) Hence, God cannot know the future. 

As we have already read, Sanders wrote, ―Though God‘s knowledge is coextensive with 

reality in that God knows all that can be known, the future actions of free creatures are not yet 

reality, and so there is nothing to be known‖ (GWR, 198). 

Sanders anticipates two objections. 

First, ―It cannot be an imperfection not to know what is not in itself knowable, i.e., the 

future, the not yet real, at least in its free or not yet determined aspects.‖ 

Second, this view is supposedly no more an ―attenuated‖ or ―limited‖ understanding of 

omniscience than is that of Thomas Aquinas, since he defined omnipotence as the ability to do 

all that is logically possible, and knowing what is not real is not logically possible (ibid., 199). 

Response to Objection Nine 

Thomas Aquinas responded to this objection nearly eight hundred years earlier by noting that 

the future is real, since reality is made up of the actual and the potential—only the impossible is 

not real. The future is a potentiality; it has not yet happened, but it can occur and it will yet 

occur. So in knowing the future, God knows what is real, namely, what is really possible. 

Further, for the classical theist the future preexists in God, who is its ultimate Cause. Since 

the future preexists in God, God can and does know it in Himself as one of the things He will 

cause to occur, and there is no contradiction in affirming that the omniscient Being can know 

everything that exists in Himself. 

Also, while formally the logic is the same for the classical theist on the definition of 

omniscience, actually there is a vast difference in what omniscience knows. The critic believes 

that God has no infallible knowledge of future free choices, and the classical theist holds that He 

does. 

Finally, as Aquinas noted, it would be an imperfection for an omniscient Being not to know 

everything, since everything He knows is known in and through His own nature. Since His 

nature is absolutely perfect, it follows that everything God knows, including both His own nature 

and all ways any creature can participate in His perfections, must be known perfectly. Thus, not 

to know some ways that some creatures can (and will) participate in it would be an imperfection 

in God‘s knowledge. 

Objection Ten—Based Upon the Alleged Impossibility of Divine Actions 

Sanders argues that an omniscient God cannot intervene in what He infallibly foresees: 

(1) What is infallibly foreseen is determined. 

(2) God foresees what will actually occur. 
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(3) But if it will actually occur, then He cannot intervene to change it. 

(4) Therefore, God cannot intervene in a world He foreknows will occur. 

Sanders claims, 

The problem arises because of the fact that what God previsions is what will actually occur. 

Divine foreknowledge, by definition, is always correct. If what will actually happen is—for 

example, the Holocaust—then God knows it is going to happen and cannot prevent it from 

happening, since his foreknowledge is never mistaken. (GWR, 201) 

―Furthermore,‖ Sanders writes, 

If what God has foreseen is the entire human history at once, then the difficulty is to 

somehow allow for God‘s intervention into that history. This raises a serious problem. Does 

simple foreknowledge imply that God previsions his own decisions and actions? That is to say, if 

God has infallible ―foreknowledge‖ of his own actions, then the problem is to explain how the 

foreknowledge can be the basis for the actions when it already includes the actions, (ibid.) 

He explains, 

It is impossible that God should use a foreknowledge derived from the actual occurrence of 

future events to determine his own prior actions in the providential governance of the world. 

Such a deity would then know what he is going to do before deciding what to do. [Such a God 

would] … be unable to plan, anticipate, or decide; he would simply know. This seems to call the 

divine freedom into question, making God a prisoner of his own omniprescience, lacking perfect 

freedom, (ibid.) 

Response to Objection Ten 

This objection poses a problem for molinists (see Craig, OWG, 127–52), but not for thomists 

(see Volume 1, chapter 8). Luis de Molina (1535–1600) insisted that God‘s decisions are based 

on what He foreknows will actually occur, should He choose to create that kind of world—this is 

dependent knowledge. However, classical theists hold: 

(1) God does not really have foreknowledge; He simply knows in one eternal Now. 

(2) God‘s knowledge is not based on anything outside Himself. God‘s knowledge of all 

things is based on knowing Himself and all other things as they preexist in Himself as 

their Primary Cause. 

The basic argument in favor of the classical theist‘s view goes like this: 

(1) God is an independent Being. 

(2) God‘s knowledge is identical to His Being (since He is simple). 

(3) Hence, God‘s knowledge is independent. 

If this is so, then the belief that God has dependent knowledge (as in molinism) is false. All His 

knowledge must be part of His independent Being; that is, He must know everything in and 

through Himself and not through anything that is contingent. 

Objection Eleven—Based Upon a Free Future 
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For the same reasons just given, some argue that it is impossible for the future to be truly free 

if God infallibly knows it. If God knows the future infallibly, then it must occur the way He 

knows it, or else He would be wrong in what He knows about it. But if it must occur that way, 

then God is not free to change it. Hence, a God who knows the future infallibly is not really free 

(in the sense that He could have done otherwise). The argument can be stated this way: 

If God knows already what will happen in the future, then God‘s knowing this is part of the past 

and is now fixed, impossible to change.… [And] since God is infallible, it is completely impossible 

that things will turn out differently than God expects them to.… [But] if God knows that a person is 

going to perform it, then it is impossible that the person fail to perform it—so one does not have a 

free choice whether or not to perform it. (Pinnock, OG, 147) 

Response to Objection Eleven 

Of course, God could be free in another (nonlibertarian) sense of doing what He desires; this 

view is open to strong Calvinists in the tradition of Jonathan Edwards. Also, a moderate 

Calvinist can argue that God is free in a self-determined sense, without having the power of 

contrary choice, the way God determines a good without having the ability to choose evil. 

However, another alternative is possible for those who accept a libertarian concept of freedom, 

as Anselm noted (above); namely, that there is a difference between antecedent and consequent 

necessity. If God wills the future to be a certain way, then by consequent necessity it must be that 

way. But God could have been free not to will it that way. Therefore, He had antecedent freedom 

with regard to which way the future would be. God could have chosen to create a different 

world, yet when God decides to make a certain world, His omniscience knows it would be that 

way by consequent necessity. 

As a simple Being, God‘s will and knowledge are coordinates: He knows what He wills and 

wills what He knows. In fact, He knows eternally what He wills eternally, and He wills eternally 

what He knows eternally. One is not subsequent to the other, either chronologically (since He is 

nontemporal, not bound by time) or logically (since He knows intuitively, not sequentially). 

Further, this argument wrongly assumes that God not only knows what we know but also the 

way we know and will, namely, by foreknowledge and reaction. But the eternal Being does not 

foreknow anything as future; He knows it in His eternal Present. Further, a completely 

independent Being does not react to what He knows, since He is not dependent on anything 

outside His Being in order to decide or act. He does not react; He simply acts from eternity, prior 

to any event happening. In short, once again, God is proactive, not reactive, in His infallible 

foreknowledge and concomitant choices. 

Objection Twelve—Based on God Voluntarily Limiting His Knowledge 

A more recent objection springs from philosopher Dallas Willard, who claims that if God is 

omnipotent and can do anything that is possible, then He can will to limit His own omniscience. 

In this way, supposedly, God can still know everything, including future free acts, since He may 

choose to block out of His awareness some things that He knows. As such, God can engage in 

genuine interaction with His free creatures without, as it were, having His mind made up in 

advance. Therefore, unlike the suggestions of neotheism, which denies that God has or can have 

infallible knowledge of everything, God can ―have His cake and eat it too.‖ That is, God can be 
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truly and completely omniscient and yet still be unaware of some things—the things He decides 

He does not want to know. 

Response to Objection Twelve 

As creative and ingenious as this view may seem, it is fraught with insuperable difficulties, 

both biblically and philosophically. 

First, as seen above, there is no true biblical basis for this view except when taking figures of 

speech literally. 

Second, once one takes these anthropomorphisms literally, there is no end to the absurdities 

that follow, such as God actually having a body, hands, arms, legs, and even feathered wings. 

Third, as demonstrated previously, there is strong biblical basis for God being aware in 

advance of future free acts. In addition, without this, His predestination of the elect, His 

predetermination of the Cross, and His infallible predictions don‘t make any real sense. 

Fourth, God is a simple Being, and, thus, He cannot be compartmentalized into a section that 

knows all and another section that is not aware of all He knows. As a simple, indivisible Being 

with no parts whatsoever, it follows that whatever God knows, that He is aware of, and whatever 

He is aware of, that He knows. 

Fifth, if God is a complexity of parts, such as one part that knows all and another part that is 

not aware of all He knows, then who composed Him? As the intelligent-design movement has 

demonstrated, every being with irreducible complexity has a Designer. If this God that Professor 

Willard posits has a Designer, then either there is an infinite regress of designers, which is 

impossible, or else there is a First, undesigned Designer, who is not complex but is absolutely 

simple, which is the assertion of classical theism. 

Sixth, if God has compartments or parts, then He cannot be infinite, which all true theists, and 

even neotheists, believe He is. Any God with parts must be finite, since there cannot be an 

infinite number of parts, for the simple reason that no matter how many parts there are, one more 

can always be added, and there cannot be more than an infinite. Thus, however noble and 

brilliant the attempts of neotheists and modified neotheists may be, their ―cure‖ is worse than the 

disease. It is simpler to believe that God is simple. And, again, if He is simple, He must be aware 

of everything He knows and know everything of which He is aware. 

Seventh, and finally, no one has ever demonstrated a real need to resort to these options. 

There is no inherent contradiction in believing that God is simple and absolutely omniscient 

about all things, including future free acts. Hence, there is no reason to deny His absolute, 

complete, and infallible foreknowledge of all future events, including all free acts. 

CONCLUSION 

The classical theistic view of God‘s infallible foreknowledge, which has dominated the 

orthodox Christian church from the very beginning, has no reason to step aside for any recent 

view of limited foreknowledge, either on biblical or theological grounds. Indeed, there are good 

reasons biblically, historically, theologically, and philosophically to retain it. 

Liberal process theology seriously undermines historic Christianity. Evangelical critics of 

traditional omniscience have created a dangerous paradigm of God based on anthropomorphism 

and speculative inferences borrowed largely from contemporary process theology. Certainly 

one‘s overall view of God guides our interpretation; this is not something new. We understand 
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statements about God‘s physicality—His eyes, ears, and hands—as metaphors of His actions and 

capabilities, and we similarly understand mental limitations of God—repenting, forgetting, 

changing His mind—also as metaphors. It is the difference between seeing God from below and 

seeing Him from above. To do otherwise is inevitably, despite the protests from neotheism, to 

create a finite God. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

GOD‘S WISDOM AND LIGHT 

Wisdom and light are kindred nonmoral attributes of God. Since God is infinitely wise, 

wisdom is really the attribute of omni-sapience (God being all-wise). God‘s attribute of light is 

related, in that it is in His Light that we see the light. 

THE DEFINITION OF GOD‘S WISDOM 

The basic Hebrew word for wisdom is chokam (chakani); the Greek word is sophia. Both 

mean ―wisdom‖ or ―skill.‖ Wisdom has to do with the ability to choose the right means for the 

desired ends. Knowledge is the apprehension of truth in the mind, while wisdom is the 

application of truth to one‘s life, as the book of Proverbs amply illustrates (see also James 1:5). 
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Since God is infinite and wise, He must be infinitely wise: This is called omnisapience. So as 

applied to God, wisdom refers to His unerring ability to choose the best means to accomplish the 

best ends. As such, God‘s wisdom is rooted in several other attributes: His omniscience provides 

the knowledge for His wise choices; His omnibenevolence assures that they will be good 

choices; and His omnipotence enables Him to achieve His ends by the means He chooses. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S WISDOM 

The biblical foundation for God‘s wisdom is found in that He is called wise, He has wise 

words, He makes wise actions, and He is the source of all true wisdom. 

God Is Wise 

―You, Ezra, in accordance with the wisdom of your God, which you possess, appoint 

magistrates and judges to administer justice to all the people‖ (Ezra 7:25). ―To God belong 

wisdom and power; counsel and understanding are his‖ (Job 12:13). ―Praise be to the name of 

God for ever and ever; wisdom and power are his‖ (Dan. 2:20). ―God in his wisdom said, ‗I will 

send them prophets and apostles‘ ‖ (Luke 11:49). ―To the only wise God be glory forever 

through Jesus Christ! Amen‖ (Rom. 16:27). ―To those whom God has called, both Jews and 

Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God‖ (1 Cor. 1:24). ―We speak of God‘s 

secret wisdom, a wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time 

began‖ (1 Cor. 2:7). ―His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God 

should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms‖ (Eph. 3:10). ―Praise 

and glory and wisdom and thanks and honor and power and strength be to our God for ever and 

ever. Amen!‖ (Rev. 7:12). 

God‘s Words Are Wise 

―The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul. The statutes of the LORD are trustworthy, 

making wise the simple‖ (Ps. 19:7). ―The wise will be put to shame; they will be dismayed and 

trapped. Since they have rejected the word of the LORD, what kind of wisdom do they have?‖ 

(Jer. 8:9). 

God‘s Acts Are Wise 

―How many are your works, O LORD! In wisdom you made them all; the earth is full of your 

creatures‖ (Ps. 104:24). ―By wisdom the LORD laid the earth‘s foundations, by understanding he 

set the heavens in place‖ (Prov. 3:19). ―God made the earth by his power; he founded the world 

by his wisdom and stretched out the heavens by his understanding‖ (Jer. 10:12). ―Who is wise? 

He will realize these things. Who is discerning? He will understand them. The ways of the LORD 

are right; the righteous walk in them, but the rebellious stumble in them‖ (Hos. 14:9). 

God Is the Source of All Wisdom 

―For the LORD gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding‖ 

(Prov. 2:6). ―Pharaoh said to Joseph, ‗Since God has made all this known to you, there is no one 

so discerning and wise as you‘ ‖ (Gen. 41:39). ―When all Israel heard the verdict the king had 
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given, they held the king in awe, because they saw that he had wisdom from God to administer 

justice‖ (1 Kings 3:28). ―God gave Solomon wisdom and very great insight, and a breadth of 

understanding as measureless as the sand on the seashore‖ (1 Kings 4:29). ―Praise be to the 

LORD, the God of Israel, who made heaven and earth! He has given King David a wise son, 

endowed with intelligence and discernment‖ (2 Chron. 2:12). ―I thank and praise you, O God of 

my fathers: You have given me wisdom and power, you have made known to me what we asked 

of you, you have made known to us the dream of the king‖ (Dan. 2:23). ―To the man who pleases 

him, God gives wisdom, knowledge and happiness‖ (Eccl. 2:26). ―The child grew and became 

strong; he was filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was upon him‖ (Luke 2:40). ―I keep 

asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of 

wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better‖ (Eph. 1:17). ―We have not stopped 

praying for you and asking God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all spiritual 

wisdom and understanding‖ (Col. 1:9). ―In [Him] are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and 

knowledge‖ (Col. 2:3). ―If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to 

all without finding fault, and it will be given to him‖ (James 1:5). ―Bear in mind that our Lord‘s 

patience means salvation, just as our dear brother Paul also wrote to you with the wisdom that 

God gave him‖ (2 Peter 3:15). 

In summation, since God is wisdom, His words and acts are wise. Further, He is the source of 

all true wisdom, for everyone else that has wisdom has received it from Him who is wisdom. The 

wisest man who ever lived prayed, ―Give Thy servant an understanding heart to judge Thy 

people to discern between good and evil. For who is able to judge this great people of Thine?‖ (1 

Kings 3:9 NASB). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S WISDOM 

In addition to the biblical data, there are sound theological arguments in favor of God‘s 

wisdom. Indeed, they support omnisapience; namely, that He has all wisdom—He is infinitely 

wise. 

Wisdom Is Based in Omniscience 

God is omniscient or all-knowing (see chapter 8). The omniscient God knows all ends and all 

means; further, He knows which of these means are the most effective to achieve these ends. It 

follows that God‘s omniscience enables Him to be wise; that is, it is the necessary condition for 

omnibenevolence (God‘s being all-good or all-loving). What is more, His omni-benevolence 

assures that He will choose the best means to the best ends. Finally, His omnipotence enables 

Him to achieve His ends by the means He chooses. 

Wisdom Is Based in Omnibenevolence 

God is not only all-knowing, He is also all-good (see chapter 15). Omniscience is only the 

necessary condition for wisdom, not the sufficient condition—omnibenevolence is also integral. 

A wise person not only knows which means are the most effective to achieving which ends, but 

he also knows which are the best means to the best end. Hence, a God who is both all-knowing 

and all-good is truly all-wise (omnisapient). 
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Wisdom Is Based in Omnipotence 

Even an all-knowing and all-good Being does not guarantee all-wise actions, merely wise 

understanding. In order for God‘s omnibenevolence to be operative, He must also be all-

powerful, for even if He knows the most effective means to an end (in His omniscience) and the 

best means to the best ends (in His omnibenvolence), He must also be all-powerful in order to 

achieve His desired ends. 

Some Implications of God‘s Wisdom 

Two implications of God‘s wisdom are worth noting: One relates to His providence and the 

other to His relation to good (or best). 

God‘s Wisdom Is the Basis for His Providence 

The providence of God is based in His wisdom: His providence is His superintendence of all 

creation (see chapter 24). An all-wise Being knows the best means to the best end, and such a 

Being is capable of superintending and providing the best care for all His creation. Thus, it is the 

wisdom of God that makes it possible for Him to provide the ultimate providential 

superintendence of and care for His creation. 

God‘s Will Is Based in His Wisdom 

An all-wise God knows the best means to the best end for everything. The best means for the 

best end for each creature is God‘s will for that creature. Therefore, God knows the best way for 

every creature to achieve the best end. This is what is called ―God‘s will‖; therefore, God‘s will 

for each creature is what is best for that one (cf. Rom. 12:1–2; James 1:5). 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S WISDOM 

That God is all-wise is a well-confirmed attribute in the history of the church. The testimony 

to God‘s wisdom begins in the very earliest period. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Wisdom 

The immediate inheritors of the apostolic teaching were cognizant of God‘s omnisapience, 

speaking often of His infinite wisdom. 

Ignatius 

I glorify God, even Jesus Christ, who has given you such wisdom. For I have observed that ye are 

perfected in an immoveable faith, as if ye were nailed to the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, both in 

the flesh and in the spirit, and are established in love through the blood of Christ, being fully 

persuaded with respect to our Lord, that He was truly of the seed of David according to the flesh, and 

the Son of God according to the will and power of God. (ES in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 1.86) 

Ignatius added, ―Fare ye well in the grace of God, and of our Lord Jesus Christ, being filled 

with the Holy Spirit, and divine and sacred wisdom‖ (ibid., 1.92). 
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Justin Martyr 

Pray that, above all things, the gates of light may be opened to you; for these things cannot be 

perceived or understood by all, but only by the man to whom God and His Christ have imparted 

wisdom. (DT, 7 in ibid., 1.371, I) 

Theophilus 

Men of God carrying in them a Holy Spirit and becoming prophets, being inspired and made wise 

by God, became God-taught, and holy, and righteous. Wherefore they were also deemed worthy of 

receiving this reward, that they should become instruments of God, and contain the wisdom that is 

from Him, through which wisdom they uttered both what regarded the creation of the world and all 

other things. (TA, 2.9 in ibid., II) 

Tertullian 

In proof that the Greek word [arche] means nothing else than beginning, and that beginning 

admits of no other sense than the initial one, we have that (Being) even acknowledging such a 

beginning, who says: ―The Lord possessed me, the beginning of His ways for the creation of His 

works.‖ For since all things were made by the Wisdom of God, it follows that, when God made both 

the heaven and the earth in principio—that is to say, in the beginning—He made them in His 

Wisdom.… When Wisdom, however, was referred to, it was quite right to say, in the beginning. For it 

was in Wisdom that He made all things at first, because by meditating and arranging His plans 

therein, He had in fact already done (the work of creation) … this meditation and arrangement being 

the primal operation of Wisdom, opening as it does the way to the works by the act of meditation and 

thought. (AH, 20 in ibid., III) 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Wisdom 

Like their patristic predecessors, the great teachers of the church of the Middle Ages were 

unanimous on the omnisapience of God. Augustine led the way. 

Augustine 

Those who say these things do not as yet understand Thee, O Thou Wisdom of God, Thou light of 

souls; not as yet do they understand how these things be made which are made by and in Thee. They 

even endeavor to comprehend things eternal; but as yet their heart flieth about in the past and future 

motions of things, and is still wavering. (C, 11.11) 
Although it will be forever wise when redeemed in eternity, yet it will be wise only by 

participating in the unchangeable Wisdom, which is not the soul itself. So with the air. If it were 

never to be deprived of its infused light, it would still not be identical with that light by which it is 

illuminated. (CG, XI, 10) 

Anselm 

But would it not understand itself? Is it possible even to conceive of supreme wisdom not 

understanding itself? The rational mind is able, after all, to be conscious both of itself and also of 

supreme wisdom, and it can think intelligibly of both. Like the rational mind, therefore, the supreme 

spirit is conscious of and understands itself. And, as it exists eternally, it does so eternally. (ACMW, 

48) 
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Thomas Aquinas 

It is impossible for God to will anything but what His wisdom approves. This is, as it were, His 

law of justice, in accordance with which His will is right and just. Hence, what He does according to 

His will He does justly: as we do justly what we do according to law. But whereas law comes to us 

from some higher power, God is a law unto Himself. (ST, la. 21, 1) 

The Reformation Fathers on God‘s Wisdom 

Following the great Fathers of the earlier church, those concerned with reforming the Roman 

Catholic Church on the doctrine of salvation maintained, nonetheless, the strict view of the 

church on the nature of God. This included His omnisapience. 

Martin Luther 

Hereby John [the apostle] shows not only that Christ is God and was forever and forever, from 

eternity, before the beginning of the world and all things, but that God not only created the world and 

all creatures by the Word, His only-begotten Son and divine Wisdom, but also constantly, to the end 

of the world, governs and sustains them by Him; that, therefore, the Son of God is co-Creator of 

heaven and earth with the Father. God, however, is not a Master who acts as a carpenter or builder 

does, who, when he has prepared, finished, and completed a house, ship, or any structure whatever, 

lets the house stand for its master to live in or turns the ship over to the boatmen and the crew to sail 

across the sea in it, while he, the builder, leaves and goes wherever he pleases. This is what all other 

craftsmen do. When they have finished their work or discharged their business, they leave and pay no 

further attention to their work and product, letting it stand as long as it can. (WL, 1150) 

John Calvin 

Should we once begin to raise our thoughts to God, and reflect on what kind of Being he is, and 

how absolute the perfection of that righteousness, and wisdom, and virtue, to which, as a standard, we 

are bound to be conformed, what formerly delighted us by its false show of righteousness, will 

become polluted with the greatest iniquity; what strangely imposed upon us under the name of 

wisdom, will disgust by its extreme folly; and what presented the appearance of virtuous energy, will 

be condemned as the most miserable impotence. (ICR, 1.2.2) 

The Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Wisdom 

The followers of the Reformation were no exception to the rule. There is virtually an 

unbroken tradition from the beginning till modern times on God‘s omnisapience. Only with the 

rise and influence of process theology are there any significant exceptions to this. 

Stephen Charnock 

He cannot, because of his nature, but love that which bears some agreement with his nature, that 

which is the curious draught of his own wisdom and purity: he cannot but be delighted with a copy of 

himself: he would not have a holy nature, if he did not love holiness in every nature: his own nature 

would be denied by him, if he did not affect everything that had a stamp of his own nature upon it. 

(EAG, 2.122) 
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R. L. Dabney 

None who believe in God have ever denied to Him knowledge and wisdom. Wisdom is the 

employment of things known, with judicious reference to proper ends. Now, God is Spirit: but to 

think, to know, to choose are the very powers of spirits. The universe is full of beautiful contrivances. 

These exhibit knowledge, wisdom, antichoice, coextensive with the aggregate of the whole. All God‘s 

works reveal marks of His knowledge, thought and wisdom. But these works are so vast, so varied, so 

full of contrivance, they disclose to us a knowledge practically boundless. (LST, 47–48) 

William G. T. Shedd 

Wisdom is a particular aspect of the Divine knowledge. First Timothy 1:17, ―God only wise.‖ It 

is the intelligence of God as manifested in the adaptation of means to ends. It is seen: (1) In creation. 

Ps. 19:1–7, ―The heavens declare the glory of God‖; Ps. 104:1–34, ―O Lord, how manifold are thy 

works; in wisdom hast thou made them all‖; Job 38:5, ―Who hath laid the measures thereof?‖ (2) In 

providence. Ps. 33:10–11, ―The Lord brought the counsel of the heathen to nought‖; Rom. 8:28, ―All 

things work together for good.‖ (3) In redemption. 1 Cor. 2:7, ―We speak of God‘s secret wisdom, a 

wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began‖; Rom. 11:33, ―O 

the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and the knowledge of God!‖; Eph. 3:10, ―The manifold 

wisdom of God.‖ The wisdom of God is called ―the foolishness of God‖ (1 Cor. 1:25), in order to 

exhibit its infinite superiority to human wisdom. The lowest degree of Divine wisdom, so low as to be 

called folly in comparison with the highest degree, is wiser than men. (DT, 356) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S WISDOM 

Objection One—Based Upon the Problem of Evil 

The foremost objection to God‘s infinite wisdom is the problem of evil. It can be stated this 

way: 

(1) An all-wise (and all-powerful) God would have made the best world possible. 

(2) This evil world is not the best world possible (even one less crime would make it a better 

world). 

(3) Hence, this is not the best world possible. 

(4) Therefore, no all-wise God made this world. 

Response to Objection One 

In response to this objection, theists may take one of two basic options. These may be called, 

respectively, the best-world explanation and the best-way explanation. 

The Best-World Explanation 

Some theists, such as Augustine (in On the Nature of the Good) and Gottfried Wilhelm 

Leibniz (1646–1716, in Theodicy), have said that it should be observed that it may be granted 

that this world is not the best world conceivable, but it is the best way to the best world 

achievable. Consider the following reasoning: 

(1) The best world conceivable is not always the best world achievable. 
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(2) An all-wise and all-powerful God will make the best world achievable. 

(3) This world was made by God. 

(4) Consequently, this is the best world achievable. 

The crucial premise to defend is the first one: It is based on the fact that this is a free world 

(one with free moral agents), and while it is possible that one or more of them on any given day 

would choose to do one less evil act, nonetheless, given that they have not chosen to do so, then, 

even though a better world is logically possible, it is not actually achievable, given what free 

creatures have chosen to do. 

It seems evident that not all conditions that are conceivable are achievable with free creatures 

without forcing their freedom (see Plantinga, GE). As mentioned previously, forced freedom is a 

contradiction in terms, and even an omnipotent God cannot do what is contradictory (see chapter 

7). Hence, it just may be that this is the best of all possible worlds achievable, even though it is 

not the best world conceivable. 

The Best-Way Explanation 

Another option for the theist is to admit that this is not the best world possible. There could 

be less evil, and if we worked hard at it without forcing anyone‘s freedom we could actually 

make it better tomorrow. But even if this is granted, the objector‘s result is not assured, for this 

may not be the best of all possible worlds, but it may be the best of all possible ways to the best 

of all possible worlds achievable. That is, it is logically possible that the best world is yet to 

come—indeed, this is precisely what the Bible tells us is the case (see Rev. 21–22). Truly, the 

fact that God is all-wise and all-powerful assures that this better world will come. The logic of 

the argument may be stated this way: 

(1) If God is all-wise, He wants the best world achievable. 

(2) If God is all-powerful, He can achieve what He wants. 

(3) This is not the best world achievable. 

(4) Therefore, the best world achievable is yet to come. 

Granting that God is also all-knowing and all-good, it follows that He knows the best means 

to the best end. Hence, this present world, which is not the best world achievable, must be the 

best means to the best world achievable. Indeed, there are many things in Scripture and in life 

that support God permitting evil in order to achieve a greater good (Gen. 50:20; Rom. 5:3–5; 2 

Cor. 4:17; James 1:2–4). If this were not so, then God would not have permitted it. 

In other words, an all-wise God knows the best way to the best world. So God must have 

permitted this world (which is not the best world) in order to produce the best world possible. 

Therefore, this present world is the best way to the best possible world. 

Objection Two—Based Upon the Existence of Hell 

A more intense form of this objection calls for attention as well. Given that an all-knowing, 

all-good, and all-wise God would make the best world achievable, why, then, will anyone be in 

hell? A world with no one in hell, or even with less people in hell, would be a better one, and the 

best world possible would have no one in hell. However, according to the Bible, some will be in 

hell (Matt. 25:40–41; Rev. 20:11–15); thus, it would seem to follow that God is not all-wise. 
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Response to Objection Two 

The response here points to a crucial difference between what is logically possible and what 

is actually possible. That is, not everything logically possible is actually achievable. Even an all-

wise, all-powerful God cannot do what is actually impossible, and it is actually impossible to 

make a world where all free creatures go to heaven, if any free creature freely chooses not to do 

so. It is contradictory to force free acts, and God cannot do what is contradictory. We live in a 

truly free world (cf. Matt. 23:37; 2 Peter 3:9). Therefore, hell is not contrary to an all-wise God. 

It is noteworthy that this ―free will‖ solution is not open to strong Calvinists, who deny that 

fallen creatures are truly free (see Volume 3). To ―solve‖ the problem, they must deny God‘s 

omnibenevolence, because an all-good God has the desire to save all. A God who uses 

―irresistible grace‖ on the unwilling has the ability to save all; therefore, all would be saved. In 

brief, since strong Calvinists deny that God will save all (universalism), they must deny that God 

is all-good in a saving (salvific) way (see Volume 3, chapter 12). 

Objection Three—Based Upon Dysteleology
1
 in the World 

Nontheists often point to aspects of the world that—while not evil (at least in a moral 

sense)—show a lack of perfect design. How could there be a Perfect Designer if something is 

imperfectly designed? Often reference is made to apparent randomness, waste in nature, natural 

disasters, vestigial organs,
2
 and the lack of maximal design as evidence of the lack of a Perfect 

Designer. The argument may be stated as follows: 

(1) Nature does not manifest perfect design. 

(2) A Perfect Designer would have produced a perfect design. 

(3) Hence, there is not a Perfect Designer in nature. 

Response to Objection Three 

Both premises can be challenged by theists. 

Response to Premise One—That Nature Does Not Have a Perfect Design 

The best the anti-perfect-design objection can prove is that there is an apparent lack of 

perfect design, not an actual lack. Many things for which there was once no known design have 

subsequently been found to have design: The many alleged vestigial organs (which are an 

alleged hangover from earlier stages of evolution) are a case in point. The list of vestigial organs 

has shrunk from around one hundred, when the idea was first proposed, to about a half a dozen 

today. Even these have some known functions.
3
 

Many other things that seem purposeless are designed for good ends. For instance, the so-

called random mixture of air molecules is not without design, for if it were not so, the carbon 

                                                           
1
 “Dysteleology” is the study of purposelessness (or lack of apparent design) in nature. 

2
 Vestigial organs are organs with no apparent purpose. 

3
 For example, the tonsils may be more important at an earlier stage in the person’s development, as, for example, in early 
childhood, to help fight off diseases. The appendix may aid in digestion or in also fighting off diseases. The “third eyelid,” or 
nictitating membrane, is used in humans to collect foreign material that gets in the eye. The so-called “tail” or coccyx is 
necessary for sitting with comfort. The endocrine glands are now known to be of great importance as producers of hormones. 
The thymus has been found to be involved in protecting the body against disease. The muscle of the outer ear is helpful in 
colder climates to protect against freezing. 



 
477 

dioxide we breathe out of our mouth would be breathed right back in and would soon suffocate 

us. Who is to say that there is not a hidden purpose for many of the other things in nature that 

have an apparent lack of design? 

Response to Premise Two—That a Perfect Designer Would Have Produced a Perfect Design 

It is not necessary that everything made by a Perfect Designer have a maximal design: A 

Perfect Designer does not have to make a maximal design any more than Michelangelo needed 

to paint a perfect portrait for his grandchild when only a sketch would suffice. A Perfect 

Designer may have had a perfectly good purpose in not making a maximally designed world. For 

one thing, He could have done so in anticipation of humanity‘s fall. For one example, the second 

law of thermodynamics (the fact that the world is running down) may have been in operation 

from before the Fall, in anticipation of it. 

Finally, there is the unjustified assumption in the dysteleological objection that this world is 

presently the way God made it. It is not. The Fall itself has brought the creation into bondage 

(Gen. 3; Rom. 8); some (if not all) of the apparent lack of design is a result of the Fall. At any 

rate, there is no reason to conclude that God is not all-wise simply because we cannot explain 

every example of apparent lack of design. Given the evidence for the incredible intelligence it 

took to make this world, life itself, and the human brain, containing as it does a ―Library of 

Congress‖ full of genetic information (Sagan, C, 278), the odds are that it is not God‘s 

intelligence that is lacking in making the design, but rather ours in understanding it. 

SUMMARY OF GOD‘S WISDOM 

The omnisapience of God is His unerring ability to choose the best means to the best ends. 

This attribute is rooted in several others: omniscience, omnibenevolence, and omnipotence. As 

omniscient, God knows all ends and all means. Further, He knows which of these means are the 

most effective to achieve these ends. What is more, His omnibenevolence assures that He will 

choose the best means to the best ends. Finally, His omnipotence enables Him to achieve His 

ends by the means He chooses. Such omnisapience is firmly rooted in Scripture, sound 

theological reasoning, and the teachings of the great Fathers of the church. 

GOD IS LIGHT 

Light is one of the more curious attributes of God. At first blush it would seem that it is a 

straightforward figure of speech, like as to say that God is a ―rock.‖ However, upon examination 

there is more to it: Light is actually an attribute of God. 

THE DEFINITION OF GOD AS LIGHT 

The Bible declares that God is light; however, by this it does not mean that God is physical 

light, since God is pure spirit light (John 4:24). God made physical light (Gen. 1:3; Isa. 45:7), so 

He must be beyond it in the same way in which He made matter (Gen. 1:1) but is Himself not 

material (see chapter 6). 

What, then, does the Bible mean by calling God light? The Hebrew words for light are or 

(Gesenius, HELOT, 21c): ―light, give light, light up‖ and maor (ibid., 22c): ―light-bearer, 

luminary, lamp.‖ The Greek words for light are phos (Arndt, GELNT, 880): ―light, light-bearer; 
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the element and sphere of the divine; light, pure and simple‖; phosphoros (―bright and morning 

star—light-bringer‖): ―bearing or giving light‖ (ibid.; cf. 2 Peter 1:19); photeinos: ―shining, 

bright, radiant‖ (Matt. 17:5); photizo (―give light‖): ―give light to, light, illuminate‖ (cf. Rev. 

21:23; 22:5). 

In summary, as applied to God, these words mean that He is pure light, the Great 

Illuminator—the Radiant One. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD AS LIGHT 

There are many dimensions to what it means for God to be light. He is spiritual light; He is 

the Great Illuminator; He is radiant glory, and He is the Giver of light. 

God Is Spiritual Light 

As an attribute of God, light is used in its purest sense; He is spiritual light. ―You are my 

lamp, O LORD; the LORD turns my darkness into light‖ (2 Sam. 22:29). ―Let the light of your 

face shine upon us, O LORD‖ (Ps. 4:6). ―The LORD is my light and my salvation—whom shall I 

fear?‖ (Ps. 27:1). ―Come, O house of Jacob, let us walk in the light of the LORD‖ (Isa. 2:5). ―The 

Light of Israel will become a fire, their Holy One a flame; in a single day it will burn and 

consume his thorns and his briers‖ (Isa. 10:17). ―The sun will no more be your light by day, nor 

will the brightness of the moon shine on you, for the LORD will be your everlasting light, and 

your God will be your glory. Your sun will never set again, and your moon will wane no more; 

the LORD will be your everlasting light, and your days of sorrow will end‖ (Isa. 60:19–20). 

―Though I have fallen, I will rise. Though I sit in darkness, the LORD will be my light‖ (Mic. 

7:8). 

God Is the Great Illuminator 

―While he was still speaking, a bright cloud enveloped them, and a voice from the cloud said, 

‗This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!‘ ‖ (Matt. 17:5). ―I am 

the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of 

life‖ (John 8:12; cf. 9:5; 12:46). ―[He] alone is immortal and … lives in unapproachable light, 

whom no one has seen or can see. To him be honor and might forever. Amen‖ (1 Tim. 6:16). 

―We have the word of the prophets made more certain … until the day dawns and the morning 

star rises in your hearts‖ (2 Peter 1:19). ―This is the message we have heard from him and 

declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all‖ (1 John 1:5). ―If we walk in the 

light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, 

purifies us from all sin‖ (1 John 1:7). ―The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, 

for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp‖ (Rev. 21:23). ―There will be no 

more night. They will not need the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will 

give them light. And they will reign for ever and ever‖ (Rev. 22:5). 

God‘s Light Is Radiant Glory 

God‘s glory is the outward radiance of His nature, and in this light is displayed the outward 

expression of the inward character of God. ―By day the LORD went ahead of them in a pillar of 
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cloud to guide them on their way and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light, so that they 

could travel by day or night‖ (Ex. 13:21). ―Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of 

the LORD rises upon you‖ (Isa. 60:1). 

God Is the Giver of Spiritual Light 

Not only is God light in His very essence, but He is the source of all spiritual light: All who 

are truly enlightened are illuminated by God. ―Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep in death‖ 

(Ps. 13:3). ―The precepts of the LORD are right, giving joy to the heart. The commands of the 

LORD are radiant, giving light to the eyes‖ (Ps. 19:8). ―The LORD is my light and my salvation—

whom shall I fear?‖ (Ps. 27:1). ―Open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from 

the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins‖ (Acts 26:18). ―The god 

of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of 

the glory of Christ, who is the image of God‖ (2 Cor. 4:4). 

In summary, God is spiritual light by His very nature. The effulgence of this nature, called 

the glory of God, is also described as light. Being the Source of all light, God also gives light 

(illumination) to His creatures: We see the light in His light. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD AS LIGHT 

There are two main attributes from which God‘s attribute of light can be derived. The first is 

pure actuality, and the second is omniscience. 

Light Can Be Derived From Pure Actuality 

Since the Bible declares that ―God is light,‖ this attribute is of His very essence. But the 

essence of God is pure actuality; in fact, from pure actuality the other essential metaphysical 

attributes of God can be derived. Hence, God as light can be derived from His pure actuality. 

Light Can Be Derived From Omniscience 

One of the characteristics of God‘s light is the ability to enlighten. This enlightenment is an 

act of the intellect both on the part of the enlightenment and of the enlightened. Thus, God‘s 

attribute of light is based in His omniscience, which enables Him to enlighten other minds. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD AS LIGHT 

The great teachers and confessions of the Christian church, down through the ages, refer to 

God as light. This began from earliest times and continues into the present. 

The Early Church Fathers on God As Light 

That God is light is a name early, and long, given to God. Rooted in Scripture, it was 

continued by the earliest Fathers and confirmed by those who followed them. 
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Justin Martyr 

Indeed, the things which you do openly and with applause, as if the divine light were overturned 

and extinguished, these you lay to our charge; which, in truth, does no harm to us who shrink from 

doing any such things, but only to those who do them and bear false witness against us. (FA, 27 in 

Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, I) 

Irenaeus 

But since God is all mind, all reason, all active spirit, all light, and always exists one and the 

same, as it is both beneficial for us to think of God, and as we learn regarding Him from the 

Scriptures, such feelings and divisions [of operation] cannot fittingly be ascribed to Him. (AH, 2.28.4 

in ibid., I) 

Athenagoras (fl. 2nd century) 

That we are not atheists, therefore, seeing that we acknowledge one God, uncreated, eternal, 

invisible, impassible, incomprehensible, illimitable, who is apprehended by the understanding only 

and the reason, who is encompassed by light, and beauty, and spirit, and power ineffable, by whom 

the universe has been created through His Logos, and set in order, and is kept in being—I have 

sufficiently demonstrated. (WA, 10 in ibid., II) 

Mark Minucius Felix (d. c. A.D. 250) 

He orders everything, whatever it is, by a word; arranges it by His wisdom; perfects it by His 

power. He can neither be seen—He is brighter than light; nor can be grasped—He is purer than touch; 

nor estimated; He is greater than all perceptions; infinite, immense, and how great is known to 

Himself alone. (O, 18 in ibid., IV) 

Origen 

Nor, seeing He is called the Son of (His) love, will it appear absurd if in this way He be called the 

Son of (His) will. Nay, John also indicates that ―God is Light,‖ and Paul also declares that the Son is 

the splendor of everlasting light. As light, accordingly, could never exist without splendor, so neither 

can the Son be understood to exist without the Father; for He is called the ―express image of His 

person,‖ and the Word and Wisdom. (DP, 4.1.28 in ibid.) 
Now, I should like to ask these persons what they have to say respecting that passage where it is 

declared that God is light; as John writes in his Epistle, ―God is light, and in Him there is no darkness 

at all.‖ Truly He is that light which illuminates the whole understanding of those who are capable of 

receiving truth, as is said in the thirty-sixth Psalm, ―In Thy light we shall see light.‖ For what other 

light of God can be named, ―in which any one sees light,‖ save an influence of God, by which a man, 

being enlightened, either thoroughly sees the truth of all things, or comes to know God Himself, who 

is called the truth? (DP, 1.1.1 in ibid.) 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God As Light 

God as light became a significant theme in the writings of the Fathers of the Middle Ages. 

This is evident in the writings of virtually all of the major teachers of this period. 
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Augustine 

Those who say these things do not as yet understand Thee, O Thou Wisdom of God, Thou light of 

souls; not as yet do they understand how these things be made which are made by and in Thee. They 

even endeavor to comprehend things eternal; but as yet their heart flieth about in the past and future 

motions of things, and is still wavering. (C, 11.11) 

Anselm 

Truly, Lord, this is the inaccessible light in which You dwell. For truly there is nothing else 

which can penetrate through it so that it might discover You there. Truly I do not see this light since it 

is too much for me; and yet whatever I see, I see through it, just as an eye that is weak sees what it 

sees by the light of the sun, which it cannot look at in the sun itself. My understanding is not able [to 

attain] to that [light]. It shines too much and [my understanding] does not grasp it nor does the eye of 

my soul allow itself to be turned towards it for too long. It is dazzled by its splendour, overcome by 

its fullness, overwhelmed by its immensity, confused by its extent. O supreme and inaccessible light; 

O whole and blessed truth, how far You are from me who am so close to You! How distant You are 

from my sight while I am so present to Your sight! (ACMW, 96–97) 

Thomas Aquinas 

―Since God is absolute form, or rather absolute being, He can be in no way composite. Hilary 

implies this argument, when he says (De Trin., vii): God, Who is strength, is not made up of 

things that are weak; nor is He Who is light, composed of things that are dim‖ (ST, la.3, 7). ―In 

this way Dionysius (Cael. Hier., i) expounds the matter, that every procession of the divine 

manifestation comes to us from the movement of the Father of light‖ (ST, la.9, 1, ad.2). 

Here we should note, first, that according to Augustine, and many others, light is more 

properly said of spiritual things than of sensible things. Ambrose (339–397), however, thought 

that brightness is said metaphorically of God. ―This is not a great issue, for in whatever way the 

name ‗light‘ is used, it implies a manifestation, whether that manifesting concerns intelligible or 

sensible things‖ (Aquinas, CGJ, I, lecture 3). 

The Reformation Fathers on God As Light 

God‘s attribute of light shines forth in the Reformers as well as their followers in the modern 

world. Luther and Calvin both recognized this attribute of God. 

Martin Luther 

―The great unthankfulness, contempt of God‘s Word, and willfulness of the world, make me 

fear that the divine light will soon cease to shine on man, for God‘s word has ever had its certain 

course‖ (TT, 11). ―God‘s Word is a light that shines in a dark place; as all examples of faith 

show‖ (ibid., 39). 

Further, 

What is it we poor wretched people aim at? We who cannot, as yet, comprehend with our 

faith the merest sparks of God‘s promises, the bare glimmering of his commandments and works 

… presumptuously seek to understand the incomprehensible majesty of the incomprehensible 

light of God‘s wonders, (ibid., 56) 
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What is more, 

We must know that he dwells in a light to which human creatures cannot come, and yet we go on, 

and try to reach it.… We look, with blind eyes like a mole, on the majesty of God, and after that light 

which is shown neither in words nor miracles, but only signified; out of curiosity and willfulness we 

would behold the highest and greatest light of the celestial sun ere we see the morning star. Let the 

morning star, as St. Peter says, go first up in our hearts, and we shall then see the sun in his noontide 

splendor. (ibid., 56–57) 

John Calvin 

―It hence follows, that we are blind as to the light of God, until in Christ it beams on us‖ (EH, 

34). 

The Post-Reformation Theologians on God As Light 

After the Reformation, the concept of God as light was continued. Many noted modern 

theologians carried on this theme; a few select citations make the point. 

Stephen Charnock 

We cannot have an adequate or suitable conception of God: He dwells in inaccessible light; 

inaccessible to the acuteness of our fancy, as well as the weakness of our sense. If we could have 

thoughts of him, as high and excellent as his nature, our conceptions must be as infinite as his nature. 

(EAG, 1.196) 
Since God knows time, he knows all things as they are in time; he doth not know all things to be 

at once, though he knows at once what is, has been, and will be.… He is his own light by which he 

sees, his own glass wherein he sees; beholding himself, he beholds all things. (ibid., 1.285) 

Jonathan Edwards 

God is the giver of light, for 

men in a natural condition may have convictions of the guilt that lies upon them, and of the anger 

of God, and their danger of divine vengeance. Such convictions are from the light of truth. That some 

sinners have a greater conviction of their guilt and misery than others, is because some have more 

light, or more apprehension of truth, than others. And this light and conviction may be from the Spirit 

of God. (WJE, 2.13) 

God Himself is light: 

Positively what this spiritual and divine light is. And it may be thus described: A true sense of the 

divine excellency of the things revealed in the word of God, and a conviction of the truth and reality 

of them thence arising. This spiritual light primarily consists in the former of these, viz., a real sense 

and apprehension of the divine excellency of things revealed in the word of God. A spiritual and 

saving conviction of the truth and reality of these things, arises from such a sight of their divine 

excellency and glory; so that this conviction of their truth is an effect and natural consequence of this 

sight of their divine glory. (ibid., 2.14) 

AN OBJECTION TO GOD AS LIGHT 
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The major objection to using light as an attribute of God comes from a confusion of the term 

―light‖ as used of God and what is meant by light as used of the physical universe. Physical light 

is created and finite (Gen. 1:3; 2 Cor. 4:6), whereas spiritual light, as an attribute of God, is not. 

This objection carries no more weight than to claim the word being should not be used of God 

because ―being‖ as we know it is created and finite. As discussed earlier (in chapter 1), all 

characteristics found in the finite world that apply to God are finite as we find them in creation. 

Hence, they must be stripped of their limitations (by way of negation) and applied to the infinite 

God in a pure and unlimited way. The same is true of the term ―light.‖ 

SUMMARY 

Wisdom and light are two of God‘s nonmoral attributes. Wisdom flows from His 

omniscience and omnibenevolence. As applied to God, ―wisdom‖ denotes His unerring ability to 

choose the best means to accomplish the best end. Light refers to God as the Great Illuminator, 

the Radiant One, the Source of all illumination and enlightenment. By His wisdom we know 

where to walk (James 1:5), and by His light we can see the path on which to walk (Ps. 119:105). 
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CHAPTER TEN 

GOD‘S MAJESTY, BEAUTY, AND INEFFABILITY 

Beauty and majesty are nonmoral attributes of God that go together: His beauty is part of His 

majesty, and His majesty is constituted in part by His inexpressible beauty. Both, along with His 

infinity and transcendence, are the reason for His ineffability (see below), meaning that He goes 

far beyond our finite ability to comprehend or express. 

DEFINITION OF GOD‘S MAJESTY 

The concept of ―majesty‖ or ―majestic‖ is represented by several Hebrew words.
1
 The range 

of meaning of the sentences in which they are used includes ―majesty,‖ ―excellence,‖ 

―exaltation,‖ ―splendor,‖ ―eminence,‖ and ―glory.‖ Two Greek words, megaleiotes and 

megalosune, are translated ―splendor,‖ ―magnificence,‖ ―greatness,‖ and ―majesty.‖ The 

dominant usage of these words is of God, though sometimes they are used of creatures. From the 

way the words for majesty are used of God, a definition can be formulated: God‘s majesty 

consists of unsurpassed greatness, highest eminence, unparalleled exaltation, and unmatched 

glory. 

                                                           
1
 ‘The Hebrew words translated “majestic” include gaavah (from gaah: “majesty,” “pride,” “rise up,” “be exalted,” “highly”); 

gaon (“exaltation,” “eminence,” “excellent,” “glory,” “pomp,” “majestic,” “pride”); gueth (“majesty,” “excellent,” “proud”); 
gedullah (“greatness,” “dignity,” “majesty”); hadar (“honor,” “splendor,” “dignity,” “majestic,” “majesty,” “ornament”); hod 
(“splendor,” “majesty,” “beauty,” “glory,” “honor,” “natural color,” “vigor”); seeth (“exaltation,” “dignity,” “high position,” 
“lifted up,” “majestic,” “raises”); adar (“wide,” “great,” “glorious,” “majestic”); and addir (“majestic,” “glorious,” “magnificent,” 
“master,” “mighty,” “powerful,” “stately”). 
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THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S MAJESTY 

In the Bible, majesty is associated with God‘s honor and strength (1 Chron. 16:27); 

greatness, power, glory, and victory (1 Chron. 29:11); thunderous voice (Job 37:4); golden 

splendor and awesomeness (Job 37:22); powerful voice (Ps. 29:4); might and glory (Ps. 45:3 

NKJV); truth, humility, and righteousness (Ps. 45:4); strength, stability, and sovereignty (Ps. 

93:1); honor, strength, and beauty (Ps. 96:6 NKJV); splendor and majesty (Ps. 104:1); glorious 

splendor and wonderful works (Ps. 145:5); mighty acts and glory (Ps. 145:12); terror and glory 

(Isa. 2:19–21 NKJV); judgment and glory (Isa. 24:14–15); justice and righteousness (Isa. 26:10); 

beauty, stability, and grace (Isa. 33:20–21); strength and greatness (Mic. 5:4); marvelousness and 

amazingness (Luke 9:43); brightness of glory and express image (Heb. 1:3 NKJV); throne in 

heaven (Heb. 8:1); transfiguration of His Son (2 Peter 1:16); and wisdom, glory, dominion, and 

power (Jude 25 NKJV). 

The appropriate response to God‘s majesty is informative of its meaning and significance. 

The Scriptures declare that God should be greatly praised for His greatness: ―Great is the LORD, 

and most worthy of praise, in the city of our God, his holy mountain‖ (Ps. 48:1). He ought to be 

repeatedly blessed for His blessedness: ―Praise the LORD, O my soul. O LORD my God, you are 

very great; you are clothed with splendor and majesty‖ (Ps. 104:1). God should be always held in 

awe for His awesomeness: ―O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! You 

have set your glory above the heavens‖ (Ps. 8:1). And He ought to be forever given the highest 

honor for His honorableness: ―You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor 

and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being‖ 

(Rev. 4:11). 

Isaiah provided an incredible picture of God‘s regal majesty and beauty and of an appropriate 

response to it: 

In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the 

train of his robe filled the temple. Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they 

covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. And they were 

calling to one another: ―Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.‖ 

At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. 

―Woe to me!‖ I cried. ―I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of 

unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty‖ (Isa. 6:1–5). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S MAJESTY 

God‘s majesty is rooted in or associated with several other attributes. These include infinity, 

transcendence, and beauty. 

Majesty Follows From Infinity 

God‘s infinity is the backdrop of His majesty. Like the majesty of Mount McKinley, it is 

because God is so big that He is majestic. We stand in awe because He is so awesome. Majesty 

is rooted in infinity. 

Majesty Follows From Transcendence 
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Likewise, the fact that God transcends (is above and beyond) all creation has majestic 

drawing power. If God were four feet tall, He would not command the kind of respect He does. 

In fact, if the stars were only a few yards away, we would not stand in awe of the universe. 

Majesty Is Associated With Beauty 

Not all beautiful things are majestic, but all majesty has beauty—and God‘s majesty has 

incredible beauty. An ugly majestic being is an oxymoron; beauty is an essential characteristic of 

majesty. Great and beautiful things have majesty, and the awesome God of the universe has both 

to an infinite degree. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S MAJESTY 

God‘s attribute of majesty is confirmed by the great teachers of the church, beginning from 

the earliest times. A brief summary of their comments follows. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Majesty 

The early Fathers of the church used different terms to describe majesty, but it was 

acknowledged, nonetheless. 

Irenaeus 

It is proper, then, that I should begin with the first and most important head, that is, God the 

Creator, who made the heaven and the earth, and all things that are therein … since He is the only 

God, the only Lord, the only Creator, the only Father, alone containing all things, and Himself 

commanding all things into existence. (AH, 2.1.1 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, I) 
If, however, any one does not discover the cause of all those things which become objects of 

investigation, let him reflect that man is infinitely inferior to God; that he has received grace only in 

part, and is not yet equal or similar to his Maker. (AH, 2.25.3 in ibid.) 

Theophilus 

God by His own word and wisdom made all things; for ―by His word were the heavens made, and 

all the host of them by the breath of His mouth.‖ Most excellent is His wisdom. By His wisdom God 

founded the earth; and by knowledge He prepared the heavens; and by understanding were the 

fountains of the great deep broken up, and the clouds poured out their dews. (TA, 67 in ibid., II) 

Athenagoras 

―God, the first and the last, and besides Me there is no God.‖ In like manner: ―Before Me 

there was no other God, and after Me there shall be none; I am God, and there is none beside 

Me.‖ And as to His greatness: ―Heaven is My throne, and the earth is the footstool of My feet: 

what house will ye build for Me, or what is the place of My rest?‖ (WA, 9 in ibid., II). 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Majesty 

Augustine 
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May the Lord therefore console thee, that thou mayest ―see the good things of Jerusalem‖ (Ps. 

127:5). For these good things are. Why are they? Because they are everlasting. Why are they? 

Because the King is there, I AM WHO I AM (Ex. 3:14). (EP, 109, 20 in Przywara, AS, 90) 
All things which He has made are good because they were made by Him, but they are subject to 

change because they were made not out of Him, but out of nothing. Although they are not supremely 

good, since God is a greater good than they, these mutable things are, none the less, highly good by 

reason of their capacity for union with [God]. (CG 12.1) 

Anselm 

You therefore permeate and embrace all things; You are before and beyond all things. You are 

before all things of course since, before they came to be, You already are. But how are You beyond 

all things? For in what way are You beyond those things that will never have an end? … 
Is it because these things can in no way exist without You, though You do not exist any the less 

even if they return to nothingness? For in this way, in a sense, You are beyond them. Or is it also that 

they can be thought to have an end, while You cannot in any way? For in this way, in a sense, they do 

indeed have an end, but You do not in any sense. And assuredly that which does not have an end in 

any way at all is beyond that which does come to an end in some way. (ACMW, 99) 

Thomas Aquinas 

―For this kind of sacrifice [burnt offering] was offered to God specially to show reverence to 

His majesty, and love of His goodness: and typified the state of perfection as regards the 

fulfillment of the counsels‖ (ST, la2ae.102–03 ad 8). ―Wherefore the first distinction in matters 

of faith is that some concern the majesty of the Godhead, while others pertain to the mystery of 

Christ‘s human nature, which is the mystery of godliness (1 Tim. 3:16)‖ (ibid., 2a2ae.l.8). 

―Every Divine excellency is included in His majesty: to which it pertains we should be made 

happy in Him as in sovereign good‖ (ibid., 2a2ae.84.1ad 2). 

The Reformation Fathers on God‘s Majesty 

Martin Luther 

Our God is outside, below, and above every creature. But we cannot reconcile ourselves to this 

thought.… God, then, is outside of everything that exists, for He says: ―The heaven is My throne.‖ So 

He must extend far above the heaven. ―And the earth is My footstool‖ (Isa. 66:1). So He must also be 

in the entire world. ―He ascended up far above all heavens, that He might fill all things‖ (Eph. 

4:10).… Thus spake a certain philosopher: God is a Circle, the center of which is everywhere and the 

circumference nowhere. (WLS, 544) 

John Calvin 

[God] is far beyond the reach of change or corruption … he holds the whole universe in his grasp, 

and rules it by his power. The effect of the expressions therefore, is the same as if it had been said, 

that he is of infinite majesty, incomprehensible essence, boundless power, and eternal duration. (ICR, 

3.20.40) 
―Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven 

above, or in the earth beneath, or in the water under the earth‖ (Ex. 20:4). By these words he curbs 

any licentious attempt we might make to represent him by a visible shape, and briefly enumerates all 



 
488 

the forms by which superstition had begun, even long before, to turn his truth into a lie.… But God 

makes no comparison between images, as if one were more, and another less befitting; he rejects, 

without exception, all shapes and pictures, and other symbols by which the superstitious imagine they 

can bring him near to them. (ibid., la. 11:1) 

The Post Reformation Theologians on God‘s Majesty 

Following the Reformation, there was an antiphonal choir of praise to God for His majesty. 

This begins with Arminius and reverberates to the present. 

Jacob Arminius 

This Perfection of God infinitely exceeds the perfection of all the creatures, on a three-fold 

account. For it possesses all things in a mode most perfect, and does not derive them from another. 

But the perfection which the creatures possess, they derive from God, and it is faintly shadowed forth 

after its archetype. (WJA, 1:136) 

Jonathan Edwards 

He is a being of infinite greatness, majesty, and glory; and therefore he is infinitely honourable. 

He is infinitely exalted above the greatest potentates of the earth, and highest angels in heaven; and 

therefore he is infinitely more honourable than they. His authority over us is infinite; and the ground 

of his right to our obedience himself, and we have an absolute, universal, and infinite dependence 

upon him. (WJE, 1, 669) 

J. I. Packer 

The word majesty, when applied to God, is always a declaration of his greatness and an invitation 

to worship.… He is far above us in greatness, and therefore is to be adored. 
Our thoughts of God are not great enough; we fail to reckon with the reality of his limitless 

wisdom and power. Because we ourselves are limited and weak, we imagine that at some point God is 

too, and find it hard to believe that he is not. We think of God as too much like what we are. Put this 

mistake right, says God; learn to acknowledge the full majesty of your incomparable God and Savior. 

(KG, 83, 88) 

GOD‘S BEAUTY 

As we have seen, God‘s beauty is closely associated with His majesty. In fact, beauty is an 

essential element of majesty, even though it is an attribute of God in its own right. 

DEFINITION OF GOD‘S BEAUTY 

Several Hebrew 
2
 and Greek 

3
 words convey the idea of beauty. The range of meaning 

includes ―beautiful,‖ ―good,‖ ―pleasant,‖ ―splendorous,‖ ―agreeable,‖ ―delightful,‖ and ―lovely.‖ 

                                                           
2
 2These include yophi (“beauty”); tsebi (“beauty,” “honor,” “glory” *of the Lord—Isa. 4:2; 28:5]); tob (“pleasant,” “agreeable,” 
“good”); tipharah (“beauty,” “glory”); and naem (“pleasant,” “delightful,” “lovely” *of the Lord+—Ps. 27:4). 
3
 These include horaios (“seasonable,” “timely,” “beautiful”); kalos (“beautiful,” “good”); asteios (“courteous,” “elegant,” 
“beautiful,” “lovely”); and euprepeia (“goodly appearance,” “beautiful”). 
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The essence of beauty is: that which is being perceived pleases. As applied to God, beauty is the 

essential attribute of goodness that produces in the beholder a sense of overwhelming pleasure 

and delight. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S BEAUTY 

Beauty is used several ways in relation to God. His holiness, His regality, His temple, and 

His city (Zion) are all said to be beautiful. ―Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name. Bring an 

offering and come before him; worship the LORD in the splendor of his holiness‖ (1 Chron. 

16:29; cf. Ps. 96:9). ―Jehoshaphat appointed men to sing to the LORD and to praise him for the 

splendor [beauty] of his holiness‖ (2 Chron. 20:21). ‗Ascribe to the LORD the glory due to his 

name; worship the LORD in the splendor of his holiness‖ (Ps. 29:2). ―Your eyes will see the king 

in his beauty and view a land that stretches afar‖ (Isa. 33:17). God‘s beauty is manifest in His 

temple: ―Splendor and majesty are before him; strength and glory are in his sanctuary‖ (Ps. 

96:6). ―One thing I ask of the LORD, this is what I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the 

LORD all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD and to seek him in his temple‖ 

(Ps. 27:4). ―Adorn yourself with glory and splendor, and clothe yourself in honor and majesty‖ 

(Job 40:10). ―Worship the LORD in the beauty of his holiness! Tremble before Him, all the earth‖ 

(Ps. 96:9 NKJV). 

Not only is God beautiful, but He gives beauty to His creation: ― ‗Your fame spread among 

the nations on account of your beauty, because the splendor I had given you made your beauty 

perfect,‘ declares the Sovereign Lord‖ (Ezek. 16:14). ―He has made everything beautiful in its 

time‖ (Eccl. 3:11). ―God saw all that he had made, and it was very good‖ (Gen. 1:31). 

THE THELOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S BEAUTY 

Theologically, the attribute of beauty in God is based in the idea of being. It can also be 

derived from His causal connection with His creation. 

Beauty and Being 

Being (reality), insofar as it is knowable, is true. Being, insofar as it is desirable, is good. 

And Being, insofar as it is pleasurable, is beauty. So, again, beauty in God is that aspect of His 

Being which, when perceived by His creatures, provides a sense of overwhelming pleasure and 

delight. 

Beauty and Creation 

God‘s beauty is known from His creation. Creation is beautiful; this is evident all around us 

from a tiny flower (Matt. 6:28–29) to the magnificent night sky (Ps. 19:1). The effect derives its 

perfections from its Cause. As we have seen, God cannot give what He hasn‘t got—He cannot 

produce what He does not possess. Therefore, God is beautiful; His creation is merely a 

reflection of His beauty. 

An Implication of God‘s Beauty 
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All beauty comes from God; hence, all beauty is like God. All who create beauty imitate 

God: We only think His thoughts after Him, and we only paint His paintings after Him. There is 

no work of art that did not appear first in the infinite mind of the Creator of all things. Human 

artists are at best only sub-creators imitating the Super Creator (see Sayers, MM); they merely 

think His thoughts after Him, form His sculptures after Him, and sing His songs after Him, etc. 

There is nothing in the mind of the creature that was not first in the mind of the Creator. Once 

more, all effects preexist in their Cause. 

The Beatific Vision: The Ultimate Aesthetic Experience 

The Bible declares that, in this life, no mortal can see God. John wrote, ―No one has ever 

seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father‘s side, has made him known‖ (John 

1:18). Moses requested to see God‘s face, but God said, ―You cannot see my face, for no one 

may see me and live‖ (Ex. 33:20). However, after our resurrection, immortal man, in his 

glorified body, will see God face-to-face. John wrote of this experience, saying, ―No longer will 

there be any curse. The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will 

serve him. They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads‖ (Rev. 22:3–4). Paul 

added, ―When perfection comes, the imperfect disappears.… Now we see but a poor reflection as 

in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I 

am fully known‖ (1 Cor. 13:10–12). 

This experience is known as the Beatific (blessed) Vision. At this point the believer will be 

glorified. John said of it, ―Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not 

yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see 

him as he is‖ (1 John 3:2). In addition to seeing God as the ultimate and infinite good, we shall 

see Him as ultimate and infinite beauty. It will be the ultimate aesthetic experience: No 

mountain, however grand, no rainbow, however bright, and no sunset, however blazing, will 

compare with this infinite blast of ultimate Beauty! (see Volume 4, chapter 9). 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S BEAUTY 

Although it did not receive major attention, the attribute of divine beauty is attested in the 

writings of the Fathers. Beginning with the patristic Fathers, through the Middle Ages, and into 

the Reformation and post-Reformation periods, there is a continual chain of citations that attest 

to this glorious characteristic of God. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Beauty 

While occupied with more mundane matters on earth, the great teachers of the early church 

did not neglect the loftier matters of contemplating the beauty of God, the Creator of all things. 

Clement of Alexandria 

What further need has God of the mysteries of love? And then thou shalt look into the bosom of 

the Father, whom God the only-begotten Son alone hath declared. And God Himself is love; and out 

of love to us became feminine. In His ineffable essence He is Father; in His compassion to us He 

became Mother. The Father by loving became feminine: and the great proof of this is He whom He 

begot of Himself; and the fruit brought forth by love is love. (WRM, 37 in Roberts and Donaldson, 

ANF, II) 
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Origen 

As, therefore, our understanding is unable of itself to behold God Himself as He is, it knows the 

Father of the world from the beauty of His works and the comeliness of His creatures. God, therefore, 

is not to be thought of as being either a body or as existing in a body, but as an uncompounded 

intellectual nature, admitting within Himself no addition of any kind; so that He cannot be believed to 

have within him a greater and a less, but is such that He is in all parts. 
Our eyes frequently cannot look upon the nature of the light itself—that is, upon the substance of 

the sun; but when we behold his splendor or his rays pouring in, perhaps, through windows or some 

small openings to admit the light, we can reflect how great is the supply and source of the light of the 

body. (DP, 1:1:6 in ibid., IV) 

Tertullian 

―Therefore in this sense too, beginning may be taken for princely authority and power. It was, 

indeed, in His transcendent authority and power, that God made the heaven and the earth‖ (AH, 

2:3:19 in ibid., III). 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Beauty 

During the Middle Ages, as stated, the great teachers of the church elaborated on God‘s 

attribute of beauty. Their philosophical insights gave new depth to the significance of this 

wonderful characteristic of God. 

Augustine 

Undoubtedly, anything susceptible of degrees is mutable, and for this reason, the most able, 

learned and experienced philosophers readily concluded that the first form of all could not be in any 

of these things in which the form was clearly mutable. Once they perceived various degrees of beauty 

in both body and mind, they realized that, if all form were lacking, their very existence would end. 

Thus, they argued that there must be some reality in which the form was ultimate, immutable and, 

therefore, not susceptible of degrees. They rightly concluded that only a reality unmade from which 

all other realities originate could be the ultimate principle of things. (CG, 8:6) 

Anselm 

How great is that light from which shines every truth that gives light to the understanding! How 

complete is that truth in which is everything that is true and outside of which nothing exists save 

nothingness and falsity! How boundless is that which in one glance sees everything that has been 

made, and by whom and through whom and in what manner it was made from nothing! What purity, 

what simplicity, what certitude and splendour is there! Truly it is more than can be understood by any 

creature. 
Still You hide away, Lord, from my soul in Your light and blessedness, and so it still dwells in its 

darkness and misery. For it looks all about, and does not see Your beauty; it listens, and does not hear 

Your harmony. It smells, and does not sense Your fragrance. It tastes, and does not recognize Your 

savour. It feels, and does not sense Your softness. For You have in Yourself, Lord, in Your own 

ineffable manner, those [qualities] You have given to the things created by You according to their 

own sensible manner. But the senses of my soul, because of the ancient weakness of sin, have become 

hardened and dulled and obstructed. (ACMW, 96–97) 
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Thomas Aquinas 

For beauty includes three conditions: ―integrity‖ or ―perfection,‖ since those things which are 

impaired are by the very fact ugly; due ―proportion‖ or ―harmony‖; and lastly, ―brightness‖ or 

―clarity,‖ whence things are called beautiful which have a bright color. (ST, la.39:8) 
Beauty and goodness in a thing are identical fundamentally; for they are based upon the same 

thing, namely, the form; and consequently goodness is praised as beauty. But they differ logically, for 

goodness properly relates to the appetite (goodness being what all things desire); and therefore it has 

the aspect of an end (the appetite being a kind of movement towards a thing). On the other hand, 

beauty relates to the cognitive faculty; for beautiful things are those that please when seen. Hence 

beauty consists in due proportion; for the senses delight in things duly proportioned, as in what is 

after their own kind—because even sense is a sort of reason, just as is every cognitive faculty. Now 

since knowledge is by assimilation, and similarity relates to form, beauty properly belongs to the 

nature of a formal cause, (ibid., la.5:4) 

The Reformation Fathers on God‘s Beauty 

The Reformers did not dissent from their forefathers on God‘s beauty. They saw it as part of 

God‘s great transcendence over His creation. 

Martin Luther 

God indeed gives to some many good things and richly adorns them, as He did Lucifer in heaven. 

He scatters His gifts broadcast among the multitude; but He does not therefore regard them. His good 

things are merely gifts, that last but for a season; but His grace and regard are the inheritance, which 

lasts forever. (WL, 3:159) 

John Calvin 

As we have seen, Calvin wrote, 

WHICH ART IN HEAVEN. From this we are not to infer that he is enclosed and confined within 

the circumference of heaven, as by a kind of boundaries. Hence Solomon confesses, ―The heaven of 

heavens cannot contain thee‖ (1 Kings 8:27); and he himself says by the Prophet, ―The heaven is my 

throne, and the earth is my footstool‖ (Isa. 66:1); thereby intimating, that his presence, not confined to 

any region, is diffused over all space. But as our gross minds are unable to conceive of his ineffable 

glory, it is designated to us by heaven, nothing which our eyes can behold being so full of splendour 

and majesty. While, then, we are accustomed to regard every object as confined to the place where 

our senses discern it, no place can be assigned to God; and hence, if we would seek him, we must rise 

higher than all corporeal or mental discernment. (ICR, 3.20.40) 

The Post-Reformation Teachers on God‘s Beauty 

The emphasis on God‘s beauty continues in the post-Reformation period. A few samples will 

suffice. 

Jacob Arminius 
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God knows himself entirely and adequately: For He is all Being, Light and Eye. He also knows 

other things entirely; but excellently, as they are in Himself and in his Understanding; adequately, as 

they are in their proper natures (1 Cor. 2:11; Psalm 94:9–10). (WJA, 1.445) 

Jonathan Edwards 

God is a being infinitely lovely, because he hath infinite excellency and beauty. To have infinite 

excellency and beauty, is the same thing as to have infinite loveliness. He is a being of infinite 

greatness, majesty, and glory; and therefore he is infinitely honourable. He is infinitely exalted above 

the greatest potentates of the earth, and highest angels in heaven; and therefore he is infinitely more 

honourable than they. (WJE, I, 669) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S BEAUTY 

Two main objections are leveled at God‘s beauty. The first is the common belief that beauty 

is purely subjective, and the second is the presence of evil in the world. 

Objection One—Based on the Idea That Beauty Is Subjective 

Attributes are objective aspects of God‘s Being; nevertheless, it is widely held that beauty is 

subjective, as the common adage holds: ―Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.‖ What is beautiful 

to one person is ugly to another. Beauty, allegedly, is culturally relative. 

Response to Objection One 

In reply, it should be pointed out that beauty has two sides:
4
 The admirable (the objective 

side) and the enjoyable (the subjective side). Not everything enjoyable is admirable, but 

everything admirable is enjoyable. That beauty has an objective element is evident from these 

facts: 

(1) There is widespread agreement that some things are beautiful (e.g., rainbow, sunset, 

smile). 

(2) Beauty has identifiable factors (e.g., unity, order, balance). 

(3) Recent studies show a transcultural element to human beauty. 

(4) That some things are more beautiful than others (e.g., roses than garbage) reveals an 

objective standard. God‘s objective nature as beautiful is the ultimate basis for knowing 

what is beautiful. 

Objection Two—Based Upon the Presence of Evil 

How can God be beautiful and yet make a world with such ugliness (evil) in it? If He is 

perfect, why is the world so imperfect? 

Response to Objection Two 

Two things should be observed. 

                                                           
4
 See Mortimer J. Adler, SGI, chapters 15–17. 
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First, God did not make this world the way it is: He made it perfect (Gen. 1:31; Eccl. 7:29). 

It was the fall of humanity that brought ugliness into the world (Gen. 3; Rom. 5, 8). So God is 

not responsible for the ugliness in the world, only the beauty. 

Second, we would not even be able to recognize the evil unless we had an objective 

understanding of the good. We would not know the ugly unless we had a concept of the 

beautiful. Therefore, the fact that we know there are aspects of this world that are evil and ugly 

shows that ultimately there must be some objective standard for good and beautiful—that 

standard is God. 

SUMMARY OF GOD‘S BEAUTY 

God is beautiful; He is, in fact, the ultimate standard of all beauty. Whatever is beautiful is 

beautiful because it is like Him. All beauty has order and unity; God is the source of all order and 

unity. Hence, God is the source of all beauty. When we see Him as He is, we will behold 

beauty—ultimate, infinite, and unadulterated beauty—as it truly is. 

GOD‘S INEFFABILITY 

God‘s majesty and beauty are so great that they are virtually indescribable—His attributes, 

being infinite, go so far beyond our finite ability to understand that they are ineffable. Ineffability 

is not itself an attribute of God, since it does not describe an intrinsic characteristic of God. 

God‘s nature is not ineffable to Him; it is only ineffable to us, since we are limited in our ability 

to understand it. 

DEFINITION OF GOD‘S INEFFABILITY 

Literally, ―ineffable‖ means ―incapable of being expressed‖ (Lat. ineffabilis: in = ―not‖ + 

effabilis = ―capable of being expressed‖). Theologically, ineffability refers to the transcendent 

characteristics of God that cannot be adequately expressed in human language. 

It is important to note, however, that ―ineffable‖ does not mean that we cannot understand 

God‘s attributes at all; this is a self-defeating statement. Nor can we know that we cannot know 

God (how can we know that God cannot be expressed at all?)—this, too, is self-defeating. There 

is no way to express, of God, that He cannot be expressed in any way, for this very statement is 

an expression about God. 

This is not to say that God can be expressed perfectly, completely, and comprehensively: He 

cannot. This is what is meant by ―ineffable.‖ Although God can be apprehended, He cannot be 

comprehended, for again, ―We know in part and we prophesy in part, but when perfection 

comes, the imperfect disappears.… Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am 

fully known‖ (1 Cor. 13:9–10, 1 Cor. 12). 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S INEFFABILITY 

There are many verses that describe God‘s ineffability, and among these the following stand 

out: ―The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to 

our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law‖ (Deut. 29:29). ―Can you 

fathom the mysteries of God? Can you probe the limits of the Almighty?‖ (Job 11:7). ―Such 
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knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to attain‖ (Ps. 139:6). ― ‗My thoughts are 

not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,‘ declares the LORD‖ (Isa. 55:8). ―Oh, the 

depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and 

his paths beyond tracing out!‖ (Rom. 11:33). ―Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is 

great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached 

among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory‖ (1 Tim. 3:16). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S INEFFABILITY 

The theological basis for God‘s ineffability rests in His infinity and transcendence. 

Ineffability Follows From Infinity 

As was shown earlier (see chapter 5), God is infinite; that is, He is without limits or 

boundaries of any kind. By contrast, all creatures are finite: Even humans, the crown of God‘s 

creation (Gen. 1:27), are limited in understanding. Hence, as finite creatures we cannot 

comprehend the infinite. What cannot be comprehended is ineffable; therefore, the infinite God 

is ineffable to us, for there is an infinite distance between the infinite Being and a finite being. 

Ineffability Follows From Transcendence 

God is transcendent, or far above, His creation (see chapter 22). We can‘t completely 

comprehend what is far above us; thus, we can‘t comprehend God. This is why God is known 

only analogously (see Volume 1, chapter 9). Just as we can grasp hold of an extremely long rope 

without being able to see either end, even so we can know God without knowing Him 

completely. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S INEFFABILITY 

The doctrine of God‘s ineffability was recognized from earliest times. A survey of the 

Fathers of the church reveals that this characteristic of God is firmly grounded in our history. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Ineffability 

Irenaeus 

If, however, we cannot discover explanations of all those things in Scripture which are made the 

subject of investigation, yet let us not on that account seek after any other God besides Him who 

really exists. For this is the very greatest impiety. We should leave things of that nature to God who 

created us, being most properly assured that the Scriptures are indeed perfect, since they were spoken 

by the Word of God and His Spirit; but we, inasmuch as we are inferior to, and later in existence than, 

the Word of God and His Spirit, are on that very account destitute of the knowledge of His mysteries. 

(AH, 2:28:2 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, I) 

Athenagoras 
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That we are not atheists, therefore, seeing that we acknowledge one God, uncreated, eternal, 

invisible, impassible, incomprehensible, illimitable, who is apprehended by the understanding only 

and the reason, who is encompassed by light, and beauty, and spirit, and power ineffable, by whom 

the universe has been created through His Logos, and set in order, and is kept in being—I have 

sufficiently demonstrated. (WA, 10 in ibid., II) 

Tatian 

God is a Spirit, not pervading matter, but the Maker of material spirits, and of the forms that are 

in matter; He is invisible, impalpable, being Himself the Father of both sensible and invisible things. 

Him we know from His creation, and apprehend His invisible power by His works. I refuse to adore 

that workmanship which He has made for our sakes. The sun and moon were made for us: how, then, 

can I adore my own servants? How can I speak of sticks and stones as gods? … Nor even ought the 

ineffable God to be presented with gifts; for He who is in want of nothing is not to be misrepresented 

by us as though He were indigent. (AG, 4 in ibid.) 

Clement of Alexandria 

This discourse respecting God is most difficult to handle. For since the first principle of 

everything is difficult to find out, the absolutely first and oldest principle, which is the cause of all 

other things being and having been, is difficult to exhibit. For how can that be expressed which is 

neither genus, nor difference, nor species, nor individual, nor number; nay more, is neither an event, 

nor that to which an event happens? No one can rightly express Him wholly. For on account of His 

greatness He is ranked as the All, and is the Father of the universe.… We speak not as supplying His 

name; but for want, we use good names, in order that the mind may have these as points of support, 

so as not to err in other respects. For each one by itself does not express God; but all together are 

indicative of the power of the Omnipotent. For predicates are expressed either from what belongs to 

things themselves, or from their mutual relation. (S, 5:12 in ibid.) 

Thus, ―In His ineffable essence He is Father‖ (WRM, 37 in ibid.) 

Origen 

Again, 

Our eyes frequently cannot look upon the nature of the light itself—that is, upon the substance of 

the sun; but when we behold his splendor or his rays pouring in, perhaps, through windows or some 

small openings to admit the light, we can reflect how great is the supply and source of the light of the 

body. So in like manner, the works of Divine Providence and the plan of this whole world are a sort 

of rays, as it were, of the nature of God, in comparison with His real substance and being. As, 

therefore, our understanding is unable of itself to behold God Himself as He is, it knows the Father of 

the world from the beauty of His works and the comeliness of His creatures. (DP, 1:6 in ibid., II) 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Ineffability 

Augustine 

They even endeavor to comprehend things eternal; but as yet their heart flieth about in the past 

and future motions of things, and is still wavering. Who shall hold it and fix it, that it may rest a little, 
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and by degrees catch the glory of the ever-standing eternity and compare it with the times which 

never stand, and see that it is incomparable. (C, 11:10–11) 

Anselm 

Still You hide away, Lord, from my soul in Your light and blessedness, and so it still dwells in its 

darkness and misery. For it looks all about, and does not see Your beauty. It listens, and does not hear 

Your harmony. It smells, and does not sense Your fragrance. It tastes, and does not recognize Your 

savour. It feels, and does not sense Your softness. For You have in Yourself, Lord, in Your own 

ineffable manner, those [qualities] You have given to the things created by You according to their 

own sensible manner. But the senses of my soul, because of the ancient weakness of sin, have become 

hardened and dulled and obstructed. (ACMW, 97) 

Thomas Aquinas 

Aquinas went so far as to say that our knowledge of God is almost equivocal (SCG, 33–34). 

His doctrine of analogy (see Volume 1, chapter 9) was based in part on God‘s ineffability. Were 

God‘s essence knowable in itself, there would be no need for speaking of likeness to Him. 

Indeed, it is because of God‘s ineffability that it is necessary to use the via negativa (way of 

negation) and speak of God‘s metaphysical attributes in negative terms. 

The Reformation Fathers on God‘s Ineffability 

It was natural that the great Reformers, with their stress on God‘s sovereignty, would see the 

transcendent God as ineffable. Indeed, some, such as Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855), even 

viewed God as ―wholly other.‖ 

Martin Luther 

Philosophers of the past have defined God thus: God is a circle whose center is everywhere and 

whose circumference is nowhere. By this definition they wanted to signify that God is everything and 

nothing. Our Lord God is everywhere and yet cannot be comprehended. 
Nothing is so small, God is still smaller; nothing so large, God is still larger; nothing so short, 

God is still shorter; nothing so long, God is still longer; nothing so wide, God is still wider; nothing 

so narrow, God is still narrower, etc. In a word, God is an inexpressible Being, above and beyond 

everything that may be said or thought. (WLS, 542–43) 

John Calvin 

His essence, indeed, is incomprehensible, utterly transcending human thought; but on each of his 

works his glory is engraven in characters so bright, so distinct, and so illustrious, that none, however 

dull and illiterate, can plead ignorance as their excuse. (ICR 1.5.1) 

God so transcends human thought that He must accommodate Himself to a human level so 

that we can understand Him. Thus, even though He is changeless, He appears to change His 

mind: 

What then is meant by the term repentance? The very same that is meant by the other forms of 

expression, by which God is described to us humanly. Because our weakness cannot reach his height, 

any description which we receive of him must be lowered to our capacity in order to be intelligible. 
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And the mode of lowering is to represent him not as he really is, but as we conceive of him. (ibid., 

1.17.13) 

The Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Ineffability 

As noted earlier, God‘s ineffability follows from several other attributes. The post-

Reformation teachers saw this and stressed different characteristics of God to support His 

ineffability. 

Jacob Arminius 

As we are not able to know the nature of God in itself, we can in a measure attain to some 

knowledge from the analogy of the nature which is in created things, and principally that which is in 

ourselves who are created after the image of God; while we always add a mode of eminence to this 

analogy, according to which mode God is understood to exceed infinitely the perfections of things 

created. (WJA, 2:33) 

Stephen Charnock 

We cannot have an adequate or suitable conception of God: He dwells in inaccessible light; 

inaccessible to the acuteness of our fancy, as well as the weakness of our senses. If we could have 

thoughts of him, as high and excellent as his nature, our conception must be as infinite as his nature. 

(EAG, 1:196) 

R. L. Dabney 

Infinitude means the absolutely limitless character of God‘s essence. Immensity, the absolutely 

limitless being of His substance. His being, as eternal, is in no sense circumscribed by time; as 

immense, in no wise circumscribed by space.… The scholastic formula was, ―The whole substance, 

in its whole essence, is simultaneously present in every point of infinite space, yet without 

multiplication of itself.‖ This is unintelligible, but so is His immensity. (LST, 44) 

William G. T. Shedd 

Man knows the nature of finite spirit through his own self-consciousness, but he knows that of the 

Infinite spirit only analogically. Hence some of the characteristics of the Divine nature cannot be 

known by a finite intelligence. For example, how God can be independent of the limitations of time, 

and have an eternal mode of consciousness that is without succession, including all events 

simultaneously in one omniscient intuition, is inscrutable to man, because he himself has no such 

consciousness. The same is true of the omnipresence of God. How he can be all at every point in 

universal space, baffles human comprehension, though it has some light thrown upon it by the fact 

that the human soul is all at every point in the body. 

Thus, ―The Divine being is of an essence whose spirituality transcends that of all other 

spirits, human, angelic, or arch-angelic; even as his immortality transcends that of man or angel‖ 

(DT, 152). 

THE NATURE OF A MYSTERY VERSUS A PROBLEM 
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Gabriel Marcel (see MB) has made a helpful distinction between a problem and a mystery 

that provides a significant insight into how to approach God‘s ineffability. Combined with a 

contrast between these and a paradox, some important conclusions emerge in our study of the 

attributes of God. 

Paradox and Antinomy 

On a popular level, the words paradox and mystery are often used interchangeably. However, 

historically and more precisely there is a very important distinction. In more technical usage 

from the Greek philosopher Zeno (c. 495 B.C.–C. 430 B.C.) through Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) 

and into modern times, the word paradox (or antinomy) meant a logical contradiction. For all 

rational thinkers, paradox was something that violated the law of noncontradiction and should be 

rejected. To avoid confusion, it seems best to avoid using the word in any other way, especially 

to describe the mysteries of the Christian faith, such as the Trinity and the Incarnation. 

A kindred word, antithesis (from the Greek antitheses), also used by Kant to describe a 

logical contradiction, should also be avoided by Christians as describing God or any item of their 

faith. Indeed, the New Testament says explicitly to ―avoid contradictions‖ (1 Tim. 6:20 NKJV). 

There are no contradictions in Christianity, though there are mysteries. 

Mystery Versus Paradox 

The biblical and historical word that most appropriately describes ineffable aspects of God is 

―mystery.‖ Theologically, a mystery (such as the Trinity, the Incarnation, or the transcendence of 

God) is something that does not go against reason, but beyond reason. In short, on the one hand, 

it does not violate the law of noncontradiction, and, on the other hand, it is something that, while 

we can apprehend it, we cannot completely comprehend it. 

Mystery Versus Problem 

One of the difficulties, especially in Western theology, 
5
 is that mysteries are often treated as 

if they were problems. At this point, Gabriel Marcel‘s distinction is very helpful. He notes that 

problems call for a solution, but mysteries call for meditation. Problems demand extensive study 

(like knowing more words to solve a crossword puzzle), whereas mysteries require intensive 

study. 

In view of this distinction, the Trinity should be treated as a mystery, not a problem. Once the 

basic elements are understood, we should not attempt to unscrew the inscrutable. We should not 

analyze it, but admire it; we should not dissect it, but devote ourselves to it. It is an object of 

worship, not scholarship. As has been well said, if one tries to understand it completely (as a 

problem), he may lose his mind, and if he does not believe it sincerely, he may lose his soul! 

Once we understand God‘s attributes and ineffable nature, we need more reverence, not more 

research. 

It would appear that there is a place for both the intellectual and the mystical. Rationally, we 

need to sort out false from true beliefs about God. Also, we need to demonstrate that what we 

                                                           
5
 Eastern Orthodoxy, in contrast to Western Christianity, has been content with mystery. While the West has had more of a 

rational approach, the East has been more mystical. While the West has focused on the rationality of the faith, the East has 
emphasized the mystery of the faith (see Norman Geisler and Ralph McKenzie, Roman Catholics and Evangelicals [Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1995], appendix A). 
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believe about God is not contradictory. However, once the borders of orthodoxy have been 

established, based on Scripture and good reason, we should be content to enjoy the mystery of 

God‘s ineffability. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

All rational creatures have a sense of the supreme and a sense of the sublime (Ps. 19:1; Rom. 

1:19–20). God‘s majesty provides a sense of the supreme; God‘s beauty gives a sense of the 

sublime. We should enjoy all beauty as a gift of God (James 1:17), knowing that its ineffability 

is part of its fascination and mystery to ponder. In doing this, we are in anticipation of the 

incredible and ultimate beauty of heaven—the beatific vision—seeing God face-to-face (Rev. 

22:4; 1 Cor. 13:10–12; cf. Ex. 33:22–23). Meanwhile, however, God remains ineffable to us; we 

know Him only in part, indirectly—not completely or face-to-face. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

GOD‘S LIFE AND IMMORTALITY 

God‘s attributes of life and immortality are tied together; the latter is an eternal version of the 

former. Since God is life intrinsically, it follows that He is immortal as well; however, like many 

other things, life is easier to recognize than to define, at least in a precise manner. 

THE DEFINITION OF GOD‘S LIFE 

Generally speaking, the biblical words of life literally mean ―to be alive,‖ ―active,‖ 

―moving,‖ ―flowing.‖ The Hebrew word for ―life‖ (chay) means ―living one,‖ ―fountain of life‖ 

(Gesenius, HELOT, 311); ―living,‖ ―alive,‖ ―flowing of fresh water‖ (cf. John 4:10—Archer, et 

al., TWOT, 1:644). The Greek word for ―life‖ (zōe) means ―live,‖ ―living,‖ ―of beings that in 

reality … are not subject to death [e.g., God]‖ (Arndt and Gingrich, GELNT, 336). 

Theologically, to speak of God as life is to say two basic things: God is alive, and He is the 

Source of all other life. He has life intrinsically; He is Life, while all other things have life as a 

gift from Him. The difficulty, again, is in defining more precisely what life is. Whatever else it 

may include, life involves immanent self-activity. The many biblical references will help at least 

to describe life more fully. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS OF GOD‘S ATTRIBUTE OF LIFE 

The Bible depicts God as living and as the Source of all other living things. This generally 

involves being alive, active, and moving. Life is the opposite of death, which entails the lack of 

life, activity, and movement. 

God as Living 

Numerous Old Testament texts refer to the ―living God‖ or the like. ―What mortal man has 

ever heard the voice of the living God speaking out of fire, as we have, and survived?‖ (Deut. 

5:26). ―So tell them, ‗As surely as I live, declares the LORD, I will do to you the very things I 
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heard you say‘ ‖ (Num. 14:28). ―This is how you will know that the living God is among you 

and that he will certainly drive out before you the Canaanites‖ (Josh. 3:10). ―Who is this 

uncircumcised Philistine that he should defy the armies of the living God?‖ (1 Sam. 17:26; cf. 

17:36). ―It may be that the LORD your God will hear all the words of the field commander, whom 

his master … has sent to ridicule the living God, and that he will rebuke him for the words the 

LORD your God has heard‖ (2 Kings 19:4; cf. Isa. 37:4, 17). ―My soul thirsts for God, for the 

living God‖ (Ps. 42:2). ―My heart and my flesh cry out for the living God‖ (Ps. 84:2). ―The LORD 

is the true God; he is the living God, the eternal King‖ (Jer. 10:10). ―Every man‘s own word 

becomes his oracle, and so you distort the words of the living God, the LORD Almighty, our 

God‖ (Jer. 23:36). ―Daniel, servant of the living God, has your God, whom you serve 

continually, been able to rescue you from the lions?‖ (Dan. 6:20). ―He is the living God and he 

endures forever; his kingdom will not be destroyed, his dominion will never end‖ (Dan. 6:26). ―I 

heard him swear by him who lives forever‖ (Dan. 12:7). ―They will be called ‗sons of the living 

God‘ ‖ (Hosea 1:10; cf. Rom. 9:26). 

The New Testament also refers many times to the ―living God‖ or the equivalent. ―Simon 

Peter answered, ‗You are the Christ, the Son of the living God‘ ‖ (Matt. 16:16). ―Just as the 

living Father sent me and I live because of the Father, so the one who feeds on me will live 

because of me‖ (John 6:57; cf. 14:12). ―We are bringing you good news, telling you to turn from 

these worthless things to the living God, who made heaven and earth and sea and everything in 

them‖ (Acts 14:15). ―You show that you are a letter from Christ, the result of our ministry, 

written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of 

human hearts‖ (2 Cor. 3:3). ―What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For 

we are the temple of the living God‖ (2 Cor. 6:16). ―They tell how you turned to God from idols 

to serve the living and true God‖ (1 Thess. 1:9). ―If I am delayed, you will know how people 

ought to conduct themselves in God‘s household, which is the church of the living God, the pillar 

and foundation of the truth‖ (1 Tim. 3:15). ―We have put our hope in the living God, who is the 

Savior of all men, and especially of those who believe‖ (1 Tim. 4:10). ―See to it, brothers, that 

none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God‖ (Heb. 3:12). 

―How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself 

unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve 

the living God!‖ (Heb. 9:14). ―It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God‖ (Heb. 

10:31). ―You have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God‖ 

(Heb. 12:22). ―Come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious 

to him‖ (1 Peter 2:4). ―I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! 

And I hold the keys of death and Hades‖ (Rev. 1:18). ―Then I saw another angel coming up from 

the east, having the seal of the living God. He called out in a loud voice to the four angels who 

had been given power to harm the land and the sea‖ (Rev. 7:2). 

God As the Source of Life 

Further, again, the living God is said to be the Source of all other life. ―God created … every 

living and moving thing with which the water teems, according to their kinds‖ (Gen. 1:21). ―I 

will wipe from the face of the earth every living creature I have made‖ (Gen. 7:4). ―See now that 

I myself am He! There is no god besides me. I put to death and I bring to life, I have wounded 

and I will heal, and no one can deliver out of my hand‖ (Deut. 32:39). ―The LORD gave and the 

LORD has taken away; may the name of the LORD be praised‖ (Job 1:21). ―Those who turn away 

from you will be written in the dust because they have forsaken the LORD, the spring of living 
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water‖ (Jer. 17:13). ―God said … ‗I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of 

Jacob.‘ … He is not the God of the dead but of the living‖ (Matt. 22:31–32; cf. Mark 12:27). 

―For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that he might be the Lord of both the 

dead and the living‖ (Rom. 14:9). 

God As the Resurrector From the Dead 

Another indication that God has Life intrinsically and uniquely is that He can raise the dead. 

In the Old Testament, Job declared, ―I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will 

stand upon the earth. And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God‖ (Job 

19:25–26; cf. Ps. 16:10; Dan. 12:1–2). This is also repeated in the New Testament; Jesus said, ―I 

am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and 

whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?‖ (John 11:25–26). He 

added elsewhere, ―I tell you the truth, a time is coming and has now come when the dead will 

hear the voice of the Son of God and those who hear will live‖ (John 5:25). 

God As the Giver of Living Bread and Water 

―If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked 

him and he would have given you living water‖ (John4:10–11). ―I am the living bread that came 

down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever‖ (John 6:51). 

God As the Source of Living Words 

As the living God, He has living words: ―He was in the assembly in the desert, with the angel 

who spoke to him on Mount Sinai, and with our fathers; and he received living words to pass on 

to us‖ (Acts 7:38). ―The word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, 

it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and 

attitudes of the heart‖ (Heb. 4:12). ―They will have to give account to him who is ready to judge 

the living and the dead‖ (1 Peter 4:5). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S LIFE 

God‘s attribute of life follows from two other attributes: His pure actuality and uncausality. 

While God is the Unmoved Mover, He is not the unmoving mover. He is immovable but not 

immobile. All motion and activity begin ultimately with Him as the Prime Mover. 

Life Follows From Pure Actuality 

God is Pure Actuality (see chapter 2), and life is a form of being or actuality. Whatever 

reality God gives, He has; hence, God has life (i.e., God is life). Only Life can create life, since 

He cannot share what He does not have to share. There cannot be an infinite regress where 

everything is receiving life, but nothing is giving it; therefore, ultimately there must be 

something that is life in and of itself and has not received it from anyone else. This life is God. 

Life Follows From Uncausality 
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One of the essential characteristics of life is motion, for all life has some form of motion or 

growth. Everything that moves (like living things) is moved by another, and there can‘t be an 

infinite regress of movers. Thus, there is a First, Unmoved Mover (God). Yet God is not 

immobile, for He is the most moving Mover, giving life and existence to all else. This First 

Mover of all living things must itself be living. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S LIFE 

The nature of God as life itself has never been seriously doubted in the history of the historic 

Christian church. This has been true from the earliest times. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Life 

Justin Martyr 

Impelled by the desire of the eternal and pure life, we seek the abode that is with God, the Father 

and Creator of all, and hasten to confess our faith, persuaded and convinced as we are that they prove 

God by their works that follow Him. (FA, 1:8 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, l) 

Irenaeus 

It is one and the same Creator who both fashioned the womb and created the sun; and one and the 

same Lord who both reared the stalk of corn, increased and multiplied the wheat, and prepared the 

barn. (AH, 2:34:3 in ibid.) 
As the heaven which is above us, the firmament, the sun, the moon, the rest of the stars, and all 

their grandeur, although they had no previous existence, were called into being, and continue 

throughout a long course of time according to the will of God, so also any one who thinks thus 

respecting souls and spirits, and, in fact, respecting all created things, will not by any means go far 

astray.… For life does not arise from us, nor from our own nature; but it is bestowed according to the 

grace of God. And therefore he who shall preserve the life bestowed upon him, and give thanks to 

Him who imparted it, shall receive also length of days for ever and ever. 
When God therefore bestows life and perpetual duration, it comes to pass that even souls which 

did not previously exist should henceforth endure [for ever], since God has both willed that they 

should exist, and should continue in existence. (AH, 2:35:4 in ibid.) 

Theophilus 

When thou shalt have put off the mortal, and put on incorruption, then shalt thou see God 

worthily. For God will raise thy flesh immortal with thy soul; and then, having become immortal, 

thou shalt see the Immortal, if now you believe on Him; and then you shall know that you have 

spoken unjustly against Him. (TA, 1.7 in ibid., II) 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Life 

Augustine 

Neither the whole universe, with its frame, figures, qualities and ordered movement, all the 

elements and bodies arranged in the heavens and on earth, nor any life … can have existence apart 
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from Him whose existence is simple and indivisible. For, in God, being is not one thing and living 

another—as though He could be and not be living. Nor in God is it one thing to live and another to 

understand—as though He could live without understanding. Nor in Him is it one thing to know and 

another to be blessed—as though He could know and not be blessed. For, in God, to live, to know, to 

be blessed is one and the same as to be. (CG, 8:6) 
For then ―when He shall appear, we shall be like Him; for we shall see Him as He is.‖ This is life 

eternal. For all that we said before is nothing to that life. That we live, what is it? That we are in 

health, what is it? That we shall see God, is a great thing. This is life eternal; this Himself hath said, 

―But this is life eternal, that they may know Thee the Only True God, and Jesus Christ whom Thou 

hast sent‖ (Augustine, Sermons on NT Lessons, 77:13). 

Anselm 

God is the very life by which He lives, and … the same holds for like attributes. But clearly, 

whatever You are, You are not that through another but through Your very self. You are therefore the 

very life by which You live, the wisdom by which You are wise, the very goodness by which You are 

good to both good men and wicked, and the same holds for like attributes. (ACMW, 94) 

Thomas Aquinas 

―Life is in the highest degree properly in God‖ (ST, la.18:3). 

But although our intellect moves itself to some things, yet others are supplied by nature, as are 

first principles, which it cannot doubt; and the last end, which it cannot but will. Hence, although with 

respect to some things it moves itself, yet with regard to other things it must be moved by another. 

Wherefore that being whose act of understanding is its very nature, and which, in what it naturally 

possesses, is not determined by another, must have life in the most perfect degree. Such is God; and 

hence in Him principally is life. From this the Philosopher concludes (Metaph. xii.51), after showing 

God to be intelligent, that God has life most perfect and eternal, since His intellect is most perfect and 

always in act. (ibid.) 
In God to live is to understand, as before stated (A. 3). In God intellect, the thing understood, and 

the act of understanding, are one and the same. Hence whatever is in God as understood is the very 

living or life of God. Now, wherefore, since all things that have been made by God are in Him as 

things understood, it follows that all things in Him are the divine life itself, (ibid., la.18, 4) 

A Reformation Father on God‘s Life 

Martin Luther 

We must make due difference between this god and the upright and true God, who is a God 

of life, comfort, salvation, justification, and all goodness; for there are many words that bear no 

certain meanings, and equivocation is always the mother of error. (TT, 40) 

God styles himself, in all the Holy Scriptures, a God of life, of peace, of comfort, and joy, for 

the sake of Christ. I hate myself that I cannot believe it so constantly and surely as I should; but 

no human creature can rightly know how mercifully God is inclined toward those that steadfastly 

believe in Christ, (ibid., 54) 

The Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Life 
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God as ―Life‖ is often treated under His immortality and/or eternity. Stephen Charnock 

illustrates the point: 

God, being a Spirit, is immortal. His being immortal, and being invisible, are joined together. 

Spirits are in their nature incorruptible; they can only perish by that hand that framed them. Every 

compounded thing is subject to mutation; but God, being a pure and simple Spirit, is without 

corruption, without any shadow of change. The world perishes; friends change and are dissolved; 

bodies moulder, because they are mutable. God is a Spirit in the highest excellency and glory of 

spirits; nothing is beyond him; nothing above him; no contrariety within him. This is our comfort, if 

we devote ourselves to him; this is our God; this Spirit is our Spirit; this is our all, our immutable, our 

incorruptible support; a Spirit that cannot die and leave us. (EAG, 1.202) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S LIFE 

There are two main objections to attributing life to God. First, all life is complex, and God is 

absolutely simple (see chapter 2). Second, all life involves motion, and God is the Ultimate 

Mover of all things. 

Objection One—Based Upon the Complexity of Life 

It is well known by science that biological life involves specified complexity. Even the 

simplest form of life is incredibly complex, involving enough information in a one-celled animal 

to fill a thousand volumes of an encyclopedia. However, God is an absolutely simple Being (see 

chapter 2); hence, it is alleged that God cannot be said to be alive in any literal sense of the term. 

Response to Objection One 

In response, it is noted that all terms, even nonmetaphorical ones, are applied to God only 

analogously, not univocally (see chapter 1). So ―living‖ applies to God in a similar way, that is, 

partly the same and partly different. God is similar to created life in that He is active and 

dynamic; however, He is different in that He is simple, while life is complex. If He were 

complex, then God too must have been created. This is impossible, since He is the uncreated 

Creator of all creatures. Life applies to God not because He is complex, but because He is 

mobile. In fact, He bestows life and motion upon everything else that has it. 

Objection Two—Based Upon Change in Living Things 

Life is constantly changing, whereas God is unchanging (see chapter 4). Supposedly, if 

change is of the essence of life, then God cannot be living. 

Response to Objection Two 

Here too the objection fails to remember that all of our terms apply to God only analogously. 

God is like created life in that He exists, endures, and is dynamic. But He is unlike created life in 

that while it changes, He does not. He is the unchanging Changer of all else that changes. He is 

unmoved (by another), but He is not unmoving. He is dynamic Pure Actuality (see Volume 1, 

chapter 1). 
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SUMMARY 

God is life, and He is the Source of all other life. As life, God is the most active, dynamic, 

and moving Being in the universe. He is not immobile, static, or dead: He is the Most Moving 

Mover, yet He remains the Unmoved Mover in that nothing else in the universe can move Him. 

As Pure Actuality, He has no potentiality to be actualized. He Himself is the ultimate Actualizer 

of all things. 

GOD‘S IMMORTALITY 

God is not simply life; He is immortal life. In fact, He alone possesses immortality 

intrinsically. All else who have it, have it as a gift from Him. 

THE DEFINITION OF GOD‘S IMMORTALITY 

The Greek word immortal (athanasia) literally means ―without death,‖ ―imperishable,‖ and 

―incorruptible‖ (cf. 1 Tim. 6:16 and 1 Cor. 15:5–54). In addition, aphthanarsia, as in Romans 

2:7 and 2 Timothy 1:10, means ―more than deathlessness; but a quality of life enjoyed as death is 

swallowed up by life [2 Cor. 5:4]‖ (see Vine, EDNTW, 579). 

Theologically, immortality as applied to God means that He possesses life intrinsically and 

eternally. God is life; all else merely has life. As life itself, He is the Fountain of all other life. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMORTALITY 

The Bible uses the word immortal of God several times. It is also used of human beings a 

few times, since they receive their immortality from God. The Greek word for ―immortality‖ 

(aphthanarsia) means ―undecaying‖ or ―incorruptible.‖ As applied to God, it is intrinsic 

incorruptibility. 

God Is Immortal 

―Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and 

ever. Amen‖ (1 Tim. 1:17). ―Who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, 

whom no one has seen or can see. To him be honor and might forever‖ (1 Tim. 6:16). Depraved 

humans ―exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and 

birds and animals and reptiles‖ (Rom. 1:23). 

God Gives Immortality to Some Creatures 

Immortality is used of only saved persons in the New Testament, and then only in their 

resurrected (bodily) state. ―To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and 

immortality, he will give eternal life‖ (Rom. 2:7). ―It has now been revealed through the 

appearing of our Savior, Christ Jesus, who has destroyed death and has brought life and 

immortality to light through the gospel‖ (2 Tim. 1:10). ―The perishable must clothe itself with 

the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality. When the perishable has been clothed with 
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the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: 

‗Death has been swallowed up in victory‘ ‖ (1 Cor. 15:53–54). 

A parallel idea to ―immortal,‖ namely, ―incorruptible,‖ is found in a few other New 

Testament texts. God gives an ―incorruptible‖ crown to the faithful (1 Cor. 9:25 KJV), an 

―incorruptible‖ inheritance to believers (1 Peter 1:4 KJV), and has an ―incorruptible‖ word by 

which we are saved (1 Peter 1:23 KJV). 

God Is the Giver of Eternal Life 

Numerous Scriptures refer to God as the Giver of eternal life to all who believe. A pair of 

samples will suffice: ―For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that 

whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life‖ (John 3:16). ―I tell you the truth, 

whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be 

condemned; he has crossed over from death to life‖ (John 5:24; cf. John 3:36). Again, one cannot 

pass on to another what He does not possess Himself. Hence, God must possess eternal life 

essentially and intrinsically. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMORTALITY 

God‘s immortality can be derived from several other attributes. These include His life, pure 

actuality, necessity, and simplicity. 

Immortality Follows From Life 

As shown above, God has life essential. What has life essentially cannot die; thus, God is 

essentially immortal. 

God is life, and what is life cannot die. He cannot lose it, since it was never given to Him. 

Immortality Follows From Pure Actuality 

God is Pure Actuality, with no potentiality in His Being whatsoever. What has no potentiality 

cannot be actualized by anything else: God is the Actualizer of all other things that are actual. 

Life involves that which is actual and has activity, which is a defining characteristic of life. 

Further, God‘s life must be eternal, since He cannot be actualized by anything else. Therefore, 

God is immortal life. 

Immortality Follows From God‘s Necessity 

God is a necessary Being (see chapter 3). A necessary Being cannot not exist, and God is 

also a living Being. Hence, God‘s life cannot not exist, since He is life essentially and eternally. 

God is immortal life. 

Immortality Follows From Simplicity 

God is a living Being, and God is a simple Being. A simple Being cannot be destroyed, for it 

has no composition and, therefore, cannot be decomposed. It follows that God‘s life cannot be 

destroyed: It is essentially immortal. 
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Some Implications of God‘s Immortality 

Two main implications follow from God‘s immortality: Only God has immortality 

intrinsically, and all creatures have it only as a gift of God (it is extrinsic to them). 

God Has Immortality Intrinsically 

The Bible declares that God ―alone is immortal and … lives in unapproachable light, whom 

no one has seen or can see. To him be honor and might forever‖ (1 Tim. 6:16). He alone is the 

―King eternal‖ (1 Tim. 1:17), the ―incorruptible God‖ (Rom. 1:23 NKJV). 

Immortality Is a Gift From God to Creatures 

All creatures came to be by God (Gen. 1:1, 21; John 1:3; 1 Cor. 8:6), and all creatures 

continue to be by God (1 Cor. 8:6; Col. 1:17; Heb. 1:3; Rev. 4:11): ―You are worthy, our Lord 

and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they 

were created and have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). Further, creatures will have continued life 

forever only as a gift of God (2 Tim. 1:10; Rom. 2:7; 1 Cor. 15:53–54).
1
 

It is noteworthy that ―immortality,‖ as used of humans in the New Testament, does not refer 

only to the soul but to the whole person, body and soul, in the resurrected state. This is in 

contrast to the platonic view, which refers immortality only to the soul. So the platonic view of 

immortality of the soul is not biblical for at least three reasons: 

(1) The soul is not indestructible. 

(2) Immortality refers to the body as well as the soul. 

(3) There is no duality of soul and body, but a unity of the two (see Ladd, ―GVHVM‖ in 

PTM). 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S IMMORTALITY 

The great hymn declares: ―Immortal, invisible, God only wise.‖ With this the Fathers of the 

church agree. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Immortality 

Ignatius 

Be thou watchful as an athlete of God. That which is promised to us is life eternal, which cannot 

be corrupted, of which things thou art also persuaded. In everything I will be instead of thy soul, and 

my bonds which thou hast loved. (EP, 2 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 1) 

Justin Martyr 

Immediately we recognized the presence of God following on the prayer—a God unconquerable 

and indestructible. (FA, 1.68 in ibid., 1) 

                                                           
1
 While even the unsaved will live forever, their existence is never called “immortal” (see John 5:28–29). Even though they will 
also live forever (Luke 20:36), angels are not called “immortal,” since as applied to human beings the word encompasses a 
resurrected body, and angels have no body (Matt. 22:30; Heb. 1:14; Luke 24:39). 
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Irenaeus 

And then the doctrine concerning the resurrection of bodies, which we believe, will emerge true 

and certain [from their system]; since, [as we hold,] God, when He resuscitates our mortal bodies 

which preserved righteousness, will render them incorruptible and immortal. For God is superior to 

nature, and has in Himself the disposition [to show kindness], because He is good; and the ability to 

do so, because He is mighty; and the faculty of fully carrying out His purpose, because He is rich and 

perfect. (AH, 2.29.2 in ibid., 1) 

Origen 

I KNOW that some will attempt to say that, even according to the declarations of our own 

Scriptures, God is a body, because in the writings of Moses they find it said, that ―our God is a 

consuming fire‖; and in the Gospel according to John, that ―God is a Spirit, and they who worship 

Him must worship Him in spirit and in truth.‖ Fire and spirit, according to them, are to be regarded as 

nothing else than a body. Now, I should like to ask these persons what they have to say respecting 

that passage where it is declared that God is light; as John writes in his Epistle, ―God is light, and in 

Him there is no darkness at all.‖ Truly He is that light which illuminates the whole understanding of 

those who are capable of receiving truth, as is said in the thirty-sixth Psalm, ―In Thy light we shall see 

light‖ (DP, 1.1.1 in ibid., IV). 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Immortality 

The major teachers of the church of the Middle Ages concur with the early Fathers on the 

attribute of God‘s immortality. From Augustine to Aquinas there is one voice. 

Augustine 

Let it not be supposed that in this Trinity there is any separation in respect of time or place, but 

that these Three are equal and co-eternal, and absolutely of one nature: and that the creatures have 

been made, not some by the Father, and some by the Son, and some by the Holy Spirit, but that each 

and all that have been or are now being created subsist in the Trinity as their Creator; and that no one 

is saved by the Father without the Son and the Holy Spirit, or by the Son without the Father and the 

Holy Spirit, or by the Holy Spirit without the Father and the Son, but by the Father, the Son, and the 

Holy Spirit, the only one, true, and truly immortal (that is, absolutely unchangeable) God. (L, 169.2) 

Anselm 

Again, 

You therefore permeate and embrace all things; You are before and beyond all things. You 

are before all things, of course, since, before they came to be, You already are. But how are You 

beyond all things? For in what way are You beyond those things that will never have an end? 

Is it because these things can in no way exist without You, though You do not exist any the 

less even if they return to nothingness? For in this way, in a sense, You are beyond them. Or is it 

also that they can be thought to have an end while You cannot in any way? For in this way, in a 

sense, they do indeed have an end, but You do not in any sense. And assuredly that which does 

not have an end in any way at all is beyond that which does come to an end in some way. Is it 

also in this way that You surpass even all eternal things, since Your eternity and theirs is wholly 

present to You, though they do not have the part of their eternity which is yet to come just as 
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they do not now have what is past? In this way, indeed, are You always beyond those things, 

because You are always present at that point (or because it is always present to You) which they 

have not yet reached. (ACMW, 99) 

It belongs to the divine substance, of course, that it always and everywhere exists, so that 

nothing ever or anywhere is apart from its presence. Otherwise, it is in no way everywhere and 

always powerful, and what is not everywhere and always powerful is in no way God. (SABW, 

247) 

Thomas Aquinas 

Aquinas affirmed, 

Life is an abstract term, signifying the very living of what is alive. An animal is said to be 

alive because of its soul; its living is the kind of existing which comes from that, its proper form. 

God, however, is his existence, and therefore is his living and his life. (SCG, 97) 

God‘s living is his knowing. His power of understanding, the object understood, and his act of 

understanding are all identical. Whatever is understood in God is, therefore, his living and his life. All 

things he makes he understands. Therefore as existing in him they are his life. (ST, la.18.4) 

A Reformation Father on God‘s Immortality 

John Calvin 

From the power of God we are naturally led to consider his eternity, since that from which all 

other things derive their origin must necessarily be self-existent and eternal. Moreover, if it be asked 

what cause induced him to create all things at first, and now inclines him to preserve them, we shall 

find that there could be no other cause than his own goodness. (ICR, 1.5.6) 
Here we may observe, first, that his eternity and self-existence are declared by his magnificent 

name twice repeated; and, secondly, that in the enumeration of his perfections, he is described not as 

he is in himself, but in relation to us, in order that our acknowledgment of him may be more a vivid 

actual impression than empty visionary speculation. (ibid., 1.10.2) 

The Post-Reformers on God‘s Immortality 

The great theologians after the Reformers were aware that God‘s immortality is associated 

with other attributes such as immutability and incorruptibility. The following select quotations 

illustrate the point. 

Jacob Arminius 

The life of God is his essence itself, and his very being; because the Divine Essence is in every 

respect simple, as well as infinite, and therefore, eternal and immutable. On this account, to it, and 

indeed to it alone, is attributed immortality, which, therefore, cannot be communicated to any 

creature. (WJA, 1.391) 

Stephen Charnock 

― ‗From everlasting to everlasting thou art God.‘ Thou hast always been God, and no time 

can be assigned as the beginning of thy being‖ (EAG, 1.277). Again, 
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God is without beginning. ―In the beginning‖ God created the world [Gen. 1:1]. God was then 

before the beginning of it; and what point can be set wherein God began, if he were before the 

beginning of created things? God was without beginning, though all other things had time and 

beginning from him. 
God is of himself, from no other. Natures, which are made by God, may increase, because they 

began to be; they may decrease, because they were made of nothing, and so tend to nothing; the 

condition of their original leads them to defect, and the power of their Creator brings them to 

increase. But God hath no original; he hath no defect, because he was not made of nothing: he hath no 

increase, because he had no beginning. He was before all things, and, therefore, depends upon no 

other thing which, by its own change, can bring change upon him. (ibid., 1.281, 1.321) 

William G. T. Shedd 

The Self-Existence of God (aseitas) denotes that the ground of his being is in himself. In this 

reference, it is sometimes said that God is his own cause. But this is objectionable language. God is 

the uncaused Being, and in this respect differs from all other beings. The category of cause and effect 

is inapplicable to the existence of a necessary and eternal Being. (DT, 338) 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Although the term ―life‖ is often conceived in biological terms, it also has an essential 

spiritual meaning. As applied to God, ―life‖ and ―immortal‖ mean that God is the ultimate, 

intrinsic Actor, Mover, and Actualizer in the universe. He is life; everything else merely has life. 

He possesses life intrinsically; every other living being has it only extrinsically. These attributes 

of God—life and life immortal—are solidly grounded in Scripture, theology, and church history. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

GOD‘S UNITY AND TRIUNITY 

That God is one, and only one, is the great cry of Judaism called the shema. It is based upon 

Deuteronomy 6:4—―The LORD our God, the LORD is one‖—and was repeated by Jesus in the 

New Testament. When asked by the Jewish scribes what the greatest commandment was, Jesus 

replied, ―The first of all the commandments is: ‗Hear, O Israel, the LORD our God, the LORD is 

one. And you shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your 

mind, and with all your strength‘ ‖ (Mark 12:29 NKJV). 

THE DEFINITION OF GOD‘S UNITY 

―Unity‖ literally means ―oneness.‖ God is one Being, in contrast to many beings. There is 

one and only one God (monotheism) as opposed to many gods (polytheism). 

There are three related words that should be distinguished: 

(1) Unity—There are not two or more gods. 

(2) Simplicity—There are not two or more parts in God. 

(3) Triunity—There are three persons in the one God. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S UNITY 

The Scriptures affirm God‘s absolute unity from the beginning to the very end. ―In the 

beginning God [not gods] created the heavens and the earth‖ (Gen. 1:1). ―Hear, O Israel: The 

LORD our God, the LORD is one‖ (Deut. 6:4). ―You shall have no other gods before me‖ (Ex. 

20:3). ―I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God‖ (Isa. 44:6). ―I am the 

LORD, and there is no other‖ (Isa. 45:18). ― ‗The most important [command],‘ answered Jesus, ‗is 

this: ―Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one‖ ‘ ‖ (Mark 12:29). ―We know that an idol 

is nothing at all in the world and that there is no God but one‖ (1 Cor. 8:4). ―[There is] one God 
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and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all‖ (Eph. 4:6). ―For there is one God and 

one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus‖ (1 Tim. 2:5). 

The text could scarcely be clearer: There is one and only one God, as opposed to more than 

one. The oneness of the Godhead is one of the most fundamental teachings of Scripture. A denial 

of this truth is a violation of the first commandment. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S UNITY 

In addition to the emphatic teaching of Scripture, there are many strong theological 

arguments for God‘s unity. That there is one and only one God can be derived from other 

attributes, such as pure actuality, infinity, absolute perfection, and also from the nature of the 

universe. 

Pure Actuality Implies Unity 

God is Pure Actuality with no potentiality whatsoever, and there cannot be two or more Pure 

Actualities, for potentiality is the principle of differentiation. One thing cannot differ from 

another (in being) unless it is a different kind of being, and two beings of pure actuality are not 

different kinds of beings (see Volume 1, chapter 2). Therefore, there can only be one Being who 

is Pure Actuality. Pure Act as such does not differ from Pure Act as such; Being as such cannot 

differ from Being as such. Many things can have being, but only one thing can be Being. 

Infinity Implies Unity 

The Bible affirms that God is infinite in His Being (see chapter 5), and there cannot be two or 

more infinite beings. If there were, then there would be more than an infinite, which is 

impossible. There cannot be two Alls or Supremes; hence, there can only be one infinite God. 

More precisely, to be two there must be a difference, and two simple beings of the very same 

kind cannot differ in their being.
1
 

Absolute Perfection Implies Unity 

Sacred Scripture asserts that God is absolutely perfect (see chapter 14), and there cannot be 

two beings who are absolutely perfect, for to be two they must differ; otherwise they would be 

the same. To differ, one would have to possess some perfection that the other lacked. However, 

the one that lacked some perfection would not be absolutely perfect; therefore, there can be only 

one Being who is absolutely perfect. 

THE UNI-VERSE IMPLIES THAT THERE IS ONLY ONE GOD 

The cosmos is created by God (see part 2), and the cosmos is a universe, not a multi-verse: It 

has unity, order, and design throughout. The anthropic principle (see Barlow, ACP) affirms that 

the entire universe was fine-tuned for the emergence of life from the very beginning (see Volume 

1, chapter 2). Oneness of universe implies one Mind behind it (Heeren, SMG); thus, there is but 

one God. 

                                                           
1
 ‘Finite beings are complex, not simple. So they can differ, even though they are all of the same basic kind, namely, finite. 
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Some Implications of God‘s Unity 

At least three implications emerge from the oneness of God: It opposes polytheism, tritheism, 

and idolatry. 

Unity Versus Polytheism 

If there were more than one God, then polytheism would be true. However, as was shown 

above, there is only one God. Polytheism is false; the unity of God, then, excludes all forms of 

polytheism. 

Unity Versus Tritheism 

The oneness of God is opposed to the heresy called tritheism, which alleges that there are 

three separate beings in the Godhead. Monotheism asserts that there is only one Being who is 

God, not three beings. Hence, God‘s unity stands against the error of tritheism. 

Unity Versus Idolatry 

If one and only one Being in the universe is God, then only this Being is worthy of worship: 

Nothing else than the Ultimate is worthy of an ultimate commitment (which is worship). There is 

only one God, as shown above; therefore, only this one God should be worshiped and not 

anything else. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S UNITY 

The historical basis for God‘s unity goes to the very origins of Christianity in the New 

Testament and even back to Judaism, from which Christianity sprang. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Unity 

The absolute unity of God has never been challenged by any orthodox Father of the church. 

Even among the early Fathers, theirs is a unanimous chorus of praise to the one God and His 

oneness. 

Justin Martyr 

The most true God is the Father of righteousness.… We worship and adore Him, the Son (who 

came forth from Him and taught us these things, along with the host of the other good angels who 

follow and are made like Him), and the prophetic Spirit, (in Bercot, DECB, 652) 

Irenaeus 

One God the Father is declared, above all, through all, and in all. The Father is indeed above all, 

and He is the Head of Christ. But the Word is through all things and is Himself the Head of the 

church. While the Spirit is in us all, and He is the living water. (AH, 5.18.2 in Roberts and Donaldson, 

ANF, I) 

Clement of Alexandria 
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―The universal Father is one. The universal Word is one. And the Holy Spirit is one‖ (I, 1.6 

in ibid., II). 

Tertullian 

I testify that the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are inseparable from each other.… My assertion is 

that the Father is one, the Son is one, and the Spirit is one—and that they are all distinct from each 

other. (AP, 2.7.9 in ibid., III) 

Hippolytus (c. 170–c. 235) 

―However, if he desires to know how it is shown that there is still one God, let him know that 

His power is one. As far as regards the power, therefore, God is one‖ (AHON, 8 in ibid., V). 

Origen 

All things that exist were made by God and there was nothing that was not made—except for the 

nature [singular] of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.… For the Father alone knows the Son. 

And the Son alone knows the Father. And the Holy Spirit alone searches even the deep things of God. 

(DP, 4.1.35 in ibid., IV) 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Unity 

Although Christian theologians down through the centuries exercised themselves explaining 

the plurality within the unity of God; nonetheless, at the basis of it all was their firm belief that 

God was one in nature and attributes. 

Augustine 

This Trinity is one God. And, although it is a Trinity, it is nonetheless simple. For, we do not say 

that the nature of this good is simple because the Father alone shares in it, or the Son alone, or the 

Holy Spirit alone. 
They [the angels] know this Word and the Father and their Holy Spirit, understanding that this 

Trinity is indivisible and that each of the Persons is substantial, although there are not three Gods but 

only one. (CG, 11.10, 11.29) 

Again, ―Let it not be supposed that in this Trinity there is any separation in respect of time or 

place, but that these Three are equal and co-eternal, and absolutely of one nature‖ (L, 169.2). 

Anselm 

―First, all three together are one supreme essence (even though each, perfectly, is the 

supreme essence). And the one supreme essence cannot exist without itself, outside itself, or 

greater or less than itself‖ (ACMW, 66–67). 

One must, therefore, have faith in Father, in Son and in their Spirit, equally in each individual and 

in all three together. This is because each individual is the supreme essence, and all three together are 

one and the same supreme essence. The supreme essence is the only thing that everyone ought to 

believe. (ibid., 79) 
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Thomas Aquinas 

If there were any inequality in the divine persons, they would not have the same essence; and thus 

the three persons would not be one God; which is impossible. We must therefore admit equality 

among the divine persons. (ST, la.42.2) 
Since one is an undivided being, if anything is supremely one it must be supremely being, and 

supremely undivided. Now both of these belong to God. For He is supremely being, inasmuch as His 

being is not determined by any nature to which He is adjoined; since He is being itself, subsistent, 

absolutely undetermined. But He is supremely undivided inasmuch as He is divided neither actually, 

nor potentially, by any mode of division; since He is altogether simple, as was shown above [Q. 3, A. 

7]. Hence, it is manifest that God is one in the supreme degree. (ibid., la.11.4) 
God is the same as His essence or nature. To understand this, it must be noted that in things 

composed of matter and form.… Since God then is not composed of matter and form, He must be His 

own Godhead, His own Life, and whatever else is predicated of Him. (ibid., la.3.3) 
In God, intellect, and the object understood, and the intelligible species, and His act of 

understanding are entirely one and the same. Hence, when God is said to be understanding, no kind of 

multiplicity is attached to His substance. (ibid., la.14.4) 
It was shown above [Q. 4, A. 2] that God comprehends in Himself the whole perfection of being. 

If then many gods existed, they would necessarily differ from each other. Something therefore would 

belong to one, which did not belong to another. And if this were a privation, one of them would not 

be absolutely perfect; but if a perfection, one of them would be without it. So it is impossible for 

many gods to exist. (ibid., la.11.3) 

The Reformation Fathers on God‘s Unity 

The Reformers were careful to stress the oneness of God, His triunity notwithstanding. They 

continued the strong creedal and confessional stand of the orthodox church down through the 

centuries. 

Martin Luther 

We have had to use the word Person just as the fathers also have used it, for we have no better 

term. It signifies nothing else than hypostasis, a Being or Substance which exists of itself, and is God. 

There are indeed three distinct Persons, but only one God or a single Godhead. 
Christ shows forcefully that the Holy Spirit is … a separate, distinct Person by Himself, one who 

is not the Father or the Son. For all these expressions obviously refer to a separate Person: the 

Comforter, who will come; again: ―Whatsoever He shall hear, that shall He speak‖ (John 16:13). If 

He is to come or (as He said above) to be sent or to proceed; again, if He is to hear and speak, He 

must certainly be Someone. Now He is, of course, not the Father, because the Father neither comes 

nor is sent; nor is He the Son, who has already come and now returns to the Father, of whom the Holy 

Spirit is to preach and whom He is to glorify. (WLS, 1381–82, 1384) 

John Calvin 

―The essence of God being simple and undivided, and contained in himself entire, in full 

perfection, without partition or diminution, it is improper, nay, ridiculous, to call it his express 

image‖ (ICR, 1.13.2). 

Moreover, this distinction is so far from interfering with the most perfect unity of God, that the 

Son may thereby be proved to be one God with the Father, inasmuch as he constitutes one Spirit with 

him, and that the Spirit is not different from the Father and the Son, inasmuch as he is the Spirit of the 
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Father and the Son. In each hypostasis the whole nature is understood, the only difference being that 

each has his own peculiar subsistence. 
When we profess to believe in one God, by the name God is understood the one simple essence, 

comprehending three persons or hypostases; and, accordingly, whenever the name of God is used 

indefinitely, the Son and Spirit, not less than the Father, is meant. But when the Son is joined with the 

Father, relation comes into view, and so we distinguish between the Persons. (ibid., 1.13.19–20) 
It seems to me that nothing can be more admirable than the words [of Gregory Nanzianzen]: ―I 

cannot think of the unity without being irradiated by the Trinity: I cannot distinguish between the 

Trinity without being carried up to the unity.‖ Therefore, let us beware of imagining such a Trinity of 

persons as will distract our thoughts, instead of bringing them instantly back to the unity. The words 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, certainly indicate a real distinction, not allowing us to suppose that they 

are merely epithets by which God is variously designated from his works. Still they indicate 

distinction only, not division. (ibid., 1.13.17) 

Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) 

―Only one thing can be infinite, for once we allow that there are two infinite substances, the 

one is immediately limited by the other‖ (in Bromley, ed., ZB, 247). 

The Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Unity 

The triunity of God was a continued preoccupation of the post-Reformers. Each one 

struggled to state the mystery in a way that was most apprehensible by their contemporaries. 

Jacob Arminius 

The Divine Persons are not modes of being or of existing, or modes of the Divine Essence: For 

they are things with the mode of being or existing. The Divine Persons are distinguished by a real 

distinction, not by the degree and mode of the thing. A Person is an individual subsistence itself, not a 

characteristic property, nor is it an individual principle; though it be not an individual, nor a person 

without a characteristic property or without an individual principle.… 
Is it not useful that the Trinity be considered—both as it exists in nature itself, according to the 

co-essential relation of the Divine Persons—and as it has been manifested in the economy of 

salvation, to be accomplished by God the Father, in Christ, through the Holy Spirit? And does not the 

former of these considerations appertain to religion universally, and to that which was prescribed to 

Adam, according to the law?—But the latter consideration properly belongs to the Gospel of Jesus 

Christ. Yet not excluding that which I have mentioned as belonging to all religion universally, and 

therefore to that which is Christian. (WJA, II. 481–82) 

R. L. Dabney 

The doctrine of the Trinity, as held by the Catholic Church, cannot be better defined than in the 

words of our Confession. It embraces the following propositions: The true unity, indivisibility, and 

simplicity of God. The subsistence of a threefold personal distinction, marked by a part of the 

properties of separate personalities, (in some inscrutable manner, entirely compatible with true unity) 

as intelligence, active principles, volition, action. Identity of substance, so that the whole godhead is 

truly in each person, without confusion or division, and all the essence belongs alike to all the 

persons. The distinction of the three persons, each by its property, incommunicable from one person 

to another, and the existence consequently of eternal relations between them. Now, that it is 

inscrutable how these things can be, we freely admit. Did they involve a necessary but not self-
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contradiction, we should also admit that the understanding would be incapable of receiving them all 

together. But we do not hold that the persons are three in the same sense in which they are one. (LST, 

177–78) 

John Miley 

Trinitarianism is not tritheism; nor are trinitarians less pronounced on the unity of God than 

unitarians. The sense of this unity is embodied in the term designative of the personal distinctions in 

the Godhead. It follows that the unity of God is the basal truth in the doctrine of the Trinity. But as 

this question is not in issue as between trinitarianism and unitarianism, and especially as we have 

previously considered it in its distinctive application to God, it requires no further treatment here. (ST, 

223) 

William G. T. Shedd 

God, as personal, is self-conscious. Consequently he must make himself his own object of 

contemplation. Here the doctrine of the Trinity, the deep and dark mystery of Christianity, pours a 

flood of light upon the mystery of the Divine self-consciousness. The pillar of cloud becomes the 

pillar of fire. The three distinctions in the one essence personalize it. God is personal because he is 

three persons: Father, Son, and Spirit. 
Here is society within the essence, and wholly independent of the created universe; and self-

knowledge, self-communion, and blessedness resulting therefrom. But this is impossible to an 

essence destitute of these internal personal distinctions. Not the singular unit of the deist, but the 

plural unity of the trinitarian explains this. (DT, 183–85) 

Stephen Charnock 

All multitude begins in, and is reduced to unity. As above multiplicity there is absolute unity, so 

above mixed creatures there is an absolute simplicity. You cannot conceive number without 

conceiving the beginning of it in that which was not number, viz., a unit. 
All that we consider in God is unchangeable; for his essence and his properties are the same, and, 

therefore, what is necessarily belonging to the essence of God, belongs also to every perfection of the 

nature of God; none of them can receive any addition or diminution. (EAG, 1.183, 1.318) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S UNITY 

The theological objections to God‘s oneness fall into two basic categories. First, there are 

those who deny there is only one God (as opposed to many gods). Second, others claim there are 

many beings or parts in God. The latter is a challenge to God‘s simplicity, which was treated 

earlier (see chapter 2). 

Objection One—Based on Plural References to God 

Most of these objections are based on biblical references to God in the plural. The term 

―God‖ itself is plural in form; God sometimes speaks in the plural (―we‖ or ―us‖—cf. Gen. 1:26), 

and even the word for ―one‖ in Hebrew (echad) can mean ―many.‖ 

Response to Objection One 
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First, it is true that the very word for God in the Old Testament (elohim) is plural in form; 

indeed, it can be translated ―gods‖ (see Ps. 82:6). However, when used of God, it is plural 

grammatically, not ontologically. It is plural in literary form, but not in actual reality. The many 

verses (see above) that use this form for God but that declare He is absolutely one are proof that 

this form is not intended to indicate a plurality of gods. 

Second, the use of ―we‖ or ―us‖ of God is another literary form known as a royal or regal 

plural. It is used of royalty and of God in Semitic cultures. Even in a rigid monotheism such as 

Islam, where there is only one person in the Godhead, there are still references in the Qur‘an to 

God as ―we‖ or ―us‖ (see Sura 6:55, 76; 7:117, 138, etc.). 

Third, the Hebrew word for one (echad) used of God can and does mean ―many in one.‖ For 

example, in Genesis 2:24 it refers to male and female as one (echad) flesh. At best this is an 

implication of the Trinity, not an affirmation of polytheism, for the Bible clearly condemns 

polytheism. Nonetheless, while not allowing that there are many gods (polytheism) or many 

beings in the Godhead (tritheism), the Bible does allow for a plurality of persons within the unity 

of essence by such terms as echad. So while not opposing monotheism, the term echad does 

favor trinitarianism. 

Fourth, and finally, the Bible seems to imply there are many gods by the very command not 

to worship them (Ex. 20:3): ―You shall have no other gods before me.‖ However, the ―other 

gods‖ can be taken as imaginary, namely, gods created by us but not the real God. Or, they can 

be understood as the demons behind these gods that are not to be worshiped (1 Cor. 10:20). Paul 

summed it up well: 

We know that an idol is nothing at all in the world and that there is no God but one. For even if 

there are so-called gods, whether in heaven or on earth (as indeed there are many ―gods‖ and many 

―lords‖), yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we 

live. (1 Cor. 8:4–6) 

Objection Two—Based on God‘s Trinity 

Of course, the main objection to God‘s unity is the claim that there is a plurality within this 

unity—that there are three persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) and yet only one God. This 

appears to be a flat contradiction, affirming that there is only one God and yet that there are three 

gods. 

Response to Objection Two 

The orthodox Christian response to this charge is that God is three and one in different 

senses. He is three persons, but He has only one essence (nature). Therefore, it is not a 

contradiction, since it does not affirm that there are three persons and yet only one person in God 

or that there are three natures and yet only one nature in Him. How there can be three persons 

and yet only one nature is a mystery, but not a contradiction, as will be shown below. 

GOD‘S TRIUNITY—THE TRINITY 

God is not only a unity, He is a triunity; that is, there is not only one God (monotheism), but 

there are three persons in that one God. This is the orthodox teaching of the Trinity. 
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THE MEANING OF THE WORD TRINITY 

First of all, it is important to point out what is not meant by the Christian concept of a 

Trinity. It does not mean there are three gods (tritheism), and it does not mean God has three 

modes of one and the same being (modalism). Tritheism denies the absolute simplicity of God, 

and modalism denies the plurality of persons in God. The former claims there are three beings in 

the Godhead, and the latter affirms there are not three persons in God. 

What, then, does the word Trinity mean? It means that God is a triunity: He is a plurality 

within unity. God has a plurality of persons and a unity of essence; God is three persons in one 

nature. There is only one ―What‖ (essence) in God, but there are three ―Whos‖ (persons) in that 

one What. God has three ―I‘s‖ in His one ―It‖—there are three Subjects in one Object. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR THE TRINITY 

The doctrine of the Trinity is based on two basic biblical teachings: 

(1) There is one and only one God. 

(2) There are three distinct persons who are God: The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

There Is Only One God 

The biblical, theological, and historical evidence for God‘s absolute oneness has already been 

given (see above). It need not be repeated here. 

Three Different Persons Are God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 

In addition to declaring God to be one in nature or essence, the Scriptures affirm that there 

are three distinct persons who are God. All are called God, and all have the essential 

characteristics of a person. 

Personhood is traditionally understood as one who has intellect, feelings, and will. All three 

of these characteristics are attributed to all three members of the Trinity in Scripture (see below). 

Essentially, personhood refers to an ―I,‖ a ―who,‖ or a subject. Each ―I‖ in the Trinity possesses 

(by virtue of its one common nature) the power to think, feel, and choose. Personhood itself is its 

I-ness or who-ness. 

The Father Is God 

Numerous verses speak of God as being a Father. Here is a sampling. 

Jesus said, ―Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which 

the Son of Man will give you. On him God the Father has placed his seal of approval‖ (John 

6:27). Paul added, ―To all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints: Grace and 

peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ‖ (Rom. 1:7). And, ―Paul, an 

apostle—sent not from men nor by man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him 

from the dead‖ (Gal. 1:1). 

The Son Is God 
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That Christ is God is affirmed in many passages and in many ways, both directly and 

indirectly. Several are summarized here. 

Jesus Claimed to Be Yahweh (Jehovah) 

Yahweh (YHWH) or Jehovah is the special name given by God for Himself in the Old 

Testament. It is the name revealed to Moses in Exodus 3:14, when God said, ―I AM WHO I AM.‖ 

While other titles for God may be used of men (adonai [LORD] in Genesis 18:12) or false gods 

(elohim [gods] in Deuteronomy 6:14), Yahweh is only used to refer to the one true God. No 

other person or thing was to be worshiped or served (Ex. 20:5), and His name and glory were not 

to be given to another.
2
 Isaiah wrote, ―Thus saith Jehovah … I am the first, and I am the last; and 

besides me there is no God‖ (Isa. 44:6 ASV), and, ―I am Jehovah, that is my name; and my glory I 

will not give to another, neither my praise unto graven images‖ (42:8 ASV). 

Jesus prayed, ―And now, Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you 

before the world began‖ (John 17:5—this is an obvious claim for Christ‘s deity, for Jehovah of 

the Old Testament said, ―My glory will I not give to another‖ [Isa. 42:8 NKJV]). Jesus also 

declared, ―I am the First and the Last‖ (Rev. 1:17)—precisely the words used by Jehovah in 

Isaiah 44:6. He said, ―I am the good shepherd,‖ (John 10:11), and the Old Testament said, 

―Jehovah is my shepherd‖ (Ps. 23:1 ASV). Further, Jesus claimed to be the judge of all men (John 

5:27ff.; Matt. 25:31ff.), and Joel quotes Jehovah as saying, ―There I will sit to judge all the 

nations on every side‖ (Joel 3:12). Likewise, Jesus spoke of Himself as the ―bridegroom‖ (Matt. 

25:1f.) while the Old Testament identifies Jehovah in this way (Isa. 62:5; Hosea 2:16). While the 

psalmist declares, ―Jehovah is my light‖ (Ps. 27:1 ASV), Jesus said, ―I am the light of the world‖ 

(John 8:12). 

Perhaps the strongest claim Jesus made to be Jehovah is in John 8:58, where He says, 

―Before Abraham was born, I am!‖ This statement claims not only existence before Abraham, 

but equality with the ―I AM‖ of Exodus 3:14. The Jews around Him clearly understood His 

meaning and picked up stones to kill Him for blaspheming (cf. John 10:31–33). The same claim 

is also made in Mark 14:62 and John 18:5–6. 

Jesus Claimed to Be Equal With God 

Jesus professed deity in other ways, one of which was by claiming for Himself the 

prerogatives of God. He said to a paralytic, ―Son, your sins are forgiven‖ (Mark 2:5ff.). The 

scribes correctly responded, ―Who can forgive sins but God alone?‖ So to prove that His claim 

was not an empty boast, He healed the man, offering direct proof that what He had said about 

forgiving sins was true also. 

Another prerogative that Jesus claimed, due only to God, was the power to raise and judge 

the dead: ―I tell you the truth, a time is coming and has now come when the dead will hear the 

voice of the Son of God and those who hear will live … and come out—those who have done 

good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned‖ (John 5:25, 29). 

He removed all doubt about His meaning when He added, ―For just as the Father raises the dead 

and gives them life, even so the Son gives life to whom he is pleased to give it‖ (John 5:21). The 

Old Testament clearly teaches that only God is the Giver of life (1 Sam. 2:6; Deut. 32:39) and 

                                                           
2
 Quotations in this section are from the ASV, since by translating LORD (YHWH) as “Jehovah,” it helps to emphasize Deity and to 

make distinctions between members of the Trinity. 
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the one to raise the dead (Ps. 2:7) and the only Judge (Joel 3:12; Deut. 32:36). Jesus boldly 

assumed for Himself powers that only God has. 

Jesus also claimed that He should be honored as God: He said that all men should ―honor the 

Son just as they honor the Father. He who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father, who 

sent him‖ (John 5:23). The Jews listening knew that no one should claim to be equal with God in 

this way, and again they wanted to kill Him (John 5:18). 

Jesus Claimed to Be Messiah-God 

Even the Qur‘an recognizes that Jesus was the Messiah (Sura 5:17, 75). The Old Testament 

teaches that the coming Messiah would be God Himself, so when Jesus claimed to be that 

Messiah, He was also claiming to be God. For example, the prophet Isaiah (in 9:6) calls the 

Messiah ―Mighty God.‖ The psalmist wrote of the Messiah, ―Your throne, O God, will last for 

ever and ever‖ (Ps. 45:6; cf. Heb. 1:8). Psalm 110:1 records a conversation between the Father 

and the Son: ―The LORD says to my Lord [adonai]: ‗Sit at my right hand.‘ ‖ Jesus applied this 

passage to Himself in Matthew 22:43–44. 

In the great messianic prophecy of Daniel 7, the Son of Man is called the ―Ancient of Days‖ 

(7:22), a term used twice in the same passage of God the Father (Dan 7:9, Dan 13). Jesus also 

said He was the Messiah at His trial before the high priest. When asked, ― ‗Are you the Christ 

[christos, Greek for ―Messiah‖], the Son of the Blessed One?‘ ‖ Jesus said, ― ‗I am … And you 

will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of 

heaven.‘ The high priest tore his clothes. ‗Why do we need any more witnesses? … You have 

heard the blasphemy‘ ‖ (Mark 14:61–64). There was no doubt that in claiming to be Messiah 

(see also Luke 24:27; Matt. 26:56), Jesus also claimed to be God. 

Jesus Claimed to Be God by Accepting Worship 

The Old Testament forbids worshiping anyone other than God (Ex. 20:1–5; Deut. 5:6–9). 

The New Testament agrees, showing that men refused worship (Acts 14:13–15), as did angels 

(Rev. 22:8–9). But Jesus accepted worship on numerous occasions, revealing that He claimed to 

be God. A leper worshiped Him before he was healed (Matt. 8:2), and a ruler knelt before Him 

with a request (Matt. 9:18). After He stilled the storm, ―Those who were in the boat worshiped 

him, saying, ‗Truly you are the Son of God‘ ‖ (Matt. 14:33). A Canaanite woman (Matt. 15:25), 

the mother of James and John (Matt. 20:20), and the Gerasene demoniac (Mark 5:6) all bowed 

before Jesus without one word of rebuke. A blind man said, ― ‗Lord, I believe,‘ and he worshiped 

Him‖ (John 9:38). Thomas saw the risen Christ and cried out, ―My Lord and my God!‖ (John 

20:28). This could only be elicited by a person who considered Himself to be God. 

Jesus Claimed to Have Equal Authority With God 

Jesus also put His words on a par with God‘s: ―You have heard that it was said to the people 

long ago … But I tell you‖ (Matt. 5:21–22) is repeated over and over again. ―All authority in 

heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations‖ (Matt. 

28:18–19). God had given the Ten Commandments to Moses, but Jesus said, ―A new 

commandment I give you: Love one another‖ (John 13:34). Jesus promised, ―Until heaven and 

earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear 

from the Law‖ (Matt. 5:18), while later Jesus said of His words, ―Heaven and earth will pass 
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away, but my words will never pass away‖ (Matt. 24:35). Speaking of those who reject Him, 

Jesus confirmed, ―That very word which I spoke will condemn him at the last day‖ (John 12:48). 

There is no question that Jesus expected His words to have equal authority with God‘s 

declarations in the Old Testament. 

Jesus Claimed to Be God by Requesting Prayer in His Name 

Jesus not only asked people to believe in Him and obey His commandments, but He also 

asked them to pray in His name: ―And I will do whatever you ask in my name.… You may ask 

me for anything in my name, and I will do it‖ (John 14:13–14). ―If you remain in me and my 

words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you‖ (John 15:7). Jesus even 

insisted, ―No one comes to the Father except through me‖ (John 14:6). In response to this, the 

disciples not only prayed in Jesus‘ name (1 Cor. 5:4) but also prayed to Christ (Acts 7:59). Jesus 

certainly intended that His name be invoked both before God and as God in prayer. 

Jesus Claimed to Be God by His Use of Parables 

In his Cambridge doctoral dissertation on this topic, Philip B. Payne notes that 

out of Jesus‘ fifty-two recorded narrative parables, twenty depict him in imagery which in the 

[Old Testament] typically refers to God. The frequency with which this occurs indicates that 

Jesus regularly depicted himself in images which were particularly appropriate for depicting God. 

(Payne, ―JICDP‖ in TJ, 17) 

These images include Sower, Director of the Harvest, Rock, Shepherd, Bridegroom, Father, 

Giver of Forgiveness, Vineyard Owner, Lord, and many more. Thus, ―Jesus depicts himself in 

these parables as the shepherd … and in so doing implicitly claims to be God‖ (ibid., 11). 

In view of these many clear ways in which Jesus claimed to be God, an unbiased observer 

should recognize, whether he accepts it or not, that Jesus of Nazareth did indeed claim to be God 

in the Gospels.
3
 That is, He claimed to be identical to the Jehovah (Yahweh) of the Old 

Testament. 

Jesus‘ Disciples Acknowledged His Claim to Be God 

In addition to Jesus‘ claims about Himself, His immediate disciples also acknowledged His 

claim to deity. This they manifested in many ways, several of which will be briefly outlined now. 

(1) The disciples attributed the titles of deity to Christ. 

In agreement with their Master, Jesus‘ apostles called Him ―the first and the last‖ (Rev. 1:17; 

2:8; 22:13); ―the true light‖ (John 1:9); their ―rock‖ or ―stone‖ (1 Cor. 10:4; 1 Peter 2:6–8; cf. Ps. 

18:2; 95:1); the ―bridegroom‖ (Eph. 5:22–33; Rev. 21:2); ―the Chief Shepherd‖ (1 Peter 5:4); 

and ―the great Shepherd‖ (Heb. 13:20). The Old Testament role of ―Redeemer‖ (Hosea 13:14; 

Ps. 130:7) is given to Jesus in the New Testament (Tit. 2:13–14; Rev. 5:9 NKJV). He is seen as 

the forgiver of sins (Acts 5:31; Col. 3:13; cf. Jer. 31:34; Ps. 130:4) and ―Savior of the world‖ 

(John 4:42; cf. Isa. 43:3). The apostles also said He is ―Christ Jesus, who will judge the living 

                                                           
3
 Of course, many critics reject the reliability of the Gospels. However, the overwhelming evidence for the gospel record has 

already been provided (in Volume 1, chapter 26). 
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and the dead‖ (2 Tim. 4:1). All of these titles are unique to Jehovah (Yahweh) in the Old 

Testament but are given to Jesus in the New Testament. 

(2) The disciples considered Jesus the Messiah-God. 

The New Testament opens with a passage concluding that Jesus is Immanuel (―God with 

us‖), which refers to the messianic prediction of Isaiah 7:14. The very title ―Christ‖ carries the 

same meaning as the Hebrew appellation ―Messiah‖ (―Anointed One‖). In Zechariah 12:10, 

Jehovah says, ―They will look on me, the one they have pierced.‖ The New Testament writers 

apply this passage to Jesus twice (John 19:37; Rev. 1:7) as referring to His crucifixion. Paul 

interprets Isaiah‘s message, ―For I am God, and there is no other.… Before me every knee will 

bow; by me every tongue will swear‖ (Isa. 45:22–23) as applying to his Lord, ―at the name of 

Jesus every knee should bow … and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory 

of God the Father‖ (Phil. 2:10–11). The implications of this are strong, because Paul says that all 

created beings will call Jesus both Messiah (Christ) and Jehovah (Lord). 

(3) The disciples attributed the powers of God to Jesus. 

There are some things only God can do, but these very things are attributed to Jesus by His 

disciples. He is said to be able to raise the dead (John 5:21; 11:38–44) and forgive sins (Acts 

5:31; 13:38). Moreover, He is said to have been the primary agent in the creating of the universe 

(John 1:2–3; Col. 1:16) and in sustaining its existence (Col. 1:17). Surely only God can be said to 

be the Creator of all things, and the disciples claim this power for Jesus. 

(4) The disciples associated Jesus‘ name with God‘s. 

The apostles‘ use of Jesus‘ name as the agent and recipient of prayer has been noted (1 Cor. 

5:4; Acts 7:59). Often in prayers or benedictions, Jesus‘ name is used alongside God‘s, as in 

―Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ‖ (Gal. 1:3; Eph. 1:2). 

The name of Jesus appears with equal status to God‘s in the so-called trinitarian formulas: For 

example, the command to go and baptize ―in the name [singular] of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit‖ (Matt. 28:19). Again this association is made at the end of 2 Corinthians: 

―May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy 

Spirit be with you all‖ (13:14). If there is only one God, then these three persons must by nature 

be equated. 

(5) The disciples called Jesus God. 

Thomas saw His wounds and cried, ―My Lord and my God!‖ (John 20:28). Paul wrote, 

―Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God 

over all, forever praised!‖ (Rom. 9:5). He calls Jesus the one in whom ―all the fullness of Deity 

lives in bodily form‖ (Col. 2:9). In Titus, Jesus is ―our great God and Savior‖ (2:13), and the 

writer to the Hebrews says of Him, ―Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever‖ (Heb. 1:8). 

Paul says that before Christ existed in the ―form of a servant,‖ which clearly refers to being 

really human, He existed in the ―form of God‖ (Phil. 2:5–8 NKJV). The parallel phrases suggest 

that if Jesus was fully human, then He was also fully God. A similar term, ―the image of the 

invisible God,‖ is used in Colossians 1:15 to mean the manifestation of God Himself. This 

description is strengthened in Hebrews, where it says, ―The Son is the radiance of God‘s glory 

and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word‖ (Heb. 1:3). 

The prologue to John‘s gospel also minces no words, stating, ―In the beginning was the Word, 

and the Word was with God, and the Word [Jesus] was God‖ (John 1:1, emphasis added). 
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(6) The disciples considered Jesus superior to angels. 

The disciples did not simply believe that Christ was more than a man; they believed Him to 

be greater than any created being, including angels. Paul said Jesus is ―far above all rule and 

authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but 

also in the one to come‖ (Eph. 1:21). The demons submitted to his command (Matt. 8:32), and 

even angels that refused to be worshiped are seen worshiping Him (Rev. 22:8–9). The author of 

the letter to the Hebrews presents a complete argument for Christ‘s superiority over angels, 

saying, ―For to which of the angels did God ever say, ‗You are my Son; today I have become 

your Father‘? … And again, when God brings his firstborn into the world, he says, ‗Let all God‘s 

angels worship him‘ ‖ (Heb. 1:5–6). There could be no clearer teaching that Christ was not an 

angel but rather the God whom the angels worshiped. 

In summary, there is manifold testimony from Jesus Himself and from those who knew Him 

best that Jesus claimed to be God and that His followers believed this to be the case. They claim 

of the carpenter of Nazareth these unique titles, powers, prerogatives, and activities that apply 

only to God. There is no reasonable doubt that this is what they believed and what Jesus thought 

of Himself according to the New Testament. C. S. Lewis insightfully observed, when confronted 

with the boldness of Christ‘s claims, that we are faced with three distinct alternatives: 

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish things that people often say about 

Him: ―I‘m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don‘t accept His claim to be God.‖ 

That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus 

said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who 

says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. (MC, 55–56) 

The third option is that Jesus was telling the truth: He is Lord. 

Having established earlier that the New Testament is historically reliable (see Volume 1, 

chapter 26), that the Bible is the Word of God (see Volume 1, chapter 14), that miracles are 

possible and confirm the claim of those performing them in the name of God (Volume 1, chapter 

3), it follows that Jesus not only claimed to be but also supernaturally proved Himself to be God 

in human flesh. 

The Holy Spirit Is God 

The deity of the Holy Spirit is indicated by: 

(1) His possessing the names of God; 

(2) His having the attributes of God; 

(3) His performing the acts of God; 

(4) His association with God in benedictions and baptismal formulas. 

The Holy Spirit Is Given the Names of Deity 

The Holy Spirit is referred to as God or Lord. ―Ananias, how is it that Satan has so filled 

your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit.… You have not lied to men but to God‖ (Acts 

5:3–4). ―Don‘t you know that you yourselves are God‘s temple and that God‘s Spirit lives in 

you?‖ (1 Cor. 3:16). ―Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in 

you, whom you have received from God?‖ (1 Cor. 6:19). ―There are different kinds of gifts, but 

the same Spirit. There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are different kinds 
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of working, but the same God works all of them in all men‖ (1 Cor. 12:4–6). ―Now the Lord is 

the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom‖ (2 Cor. 3:17). ―How much more, 

then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God 

…‖ (Heb. 9:14). 

The Holy Spirit Possesses the Attributes of Deity 

Attributes of God such as life (Rom. 8:2); truth (John 16:13); love (Rom. 15:30); holiness 

(Eph. 4:30); eternality (Heb. 9:14); omnipresence (Ps. 139:7); and omniscience (1 Cor. 2:11) are 

ascribed to the Spirit. 

The Holy Spirit Performs Acts of Deity 

Certain acts are associated only with God; both God the Father and the Son are said to 

perform these acts, and so is the Holy Spirit. These include the act of creation (Gen. 1:2; Job 

33:4; Ps. 104:30); the acts of redemption (Isa. 63:10–11; Eph. 4:30; 1 Cor. 12:13); the 

performance of miracles by His own power (Gal. 3:2–5; Heb. 2:4); and the bestowal of 

supernatural gifts (Acts 2:4; 1 Cor. 12:4–11). 

The Holy Spirit Is Associated With God in Prayers and Benedictions 

Numerous times in the Bible the Holy Spirit is associated with one or both other members of 

the Trinity: ―I will tell of the kindnesses of the LORD [the Father].… In all their distress he too 

was distressed, and the angel of his presence [the Son] saved them. In his love and mercy he 

redeemed them; he lifted them up and carried them all the days of old. Yet they rebelled and 

grieved his Holy Spirit‖ (Isa. 63:7–10). First Peter 1:2 speaks of ―the foreknowledge of God the 

Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ.‖ Jude 1:20 

exhorts readers to ―build yourselves up in your most holy faith and pray in the Holy Spirit.‖ The 

benediction of 2 Corinthians 13:14 contains all three members of the Godhead: ―May the grace 

of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God [the Father], and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit 

be with you all.‖ And the baptismal formula of Matthew 28:19 contains the Holy Spirit along 

with the other members of the Trinity all under one ―name‖ [essence]: ―Therefore go and make 

disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 

Spirit.‖ 

All Three Members of the Trinity Are Persons 

Each individual member of the Trinity is a person, since each is referred to as a person (I, 

Who). Each has all the basic elements or powers of personhood: mind, will, and feeling. 

The Father Is a Person 

In addition to being referred to as a person (―He‖), the three elements of personhood all are 

attributed to God the Father. He has the power of intellect to know (Matt. 6:32): ―Your heavenly 

Father knows that you need them‖; the emotional faculty to feel (Gen. 6:6): ―The LORD was 

grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was filled with pain‖; and the power of 

will to choose (Matt. 6:9–10): ―Our Father in heaven … your will be done on earth as it is in 
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heaven.‖ In addition, personal traits, such as the ability to communicate (Matt. 11:25) and teach 

(John 7:16–17), are also attributed to the Father. 

The Son Is a Person 

In addition to being referred to as a person (―He‖), the Son can communicate and teach (John 

7:17) as only persons can do. Further, He too has intellect (John 2:25): ―He did not need man‘s 

testimony about man, for he knew what was in a man‖; feeling (John 11:35): ―Jesus wept‖; and 

will (John 6:38): ―For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him 

who sent me.‖ The personal pronoun ―He‖ is used consistently of the Son. 

The Holy Spirit Is a Person 

All the elements of personhood are attributed to the Holy Spirit in Scripture. He has a mind 

(John 14:26): ―But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will 

teach you.‖ He has will (1 Cor. 12:11): ―All these are the work of one and the same spirit, and he 

gives them to each one, just as he determines‖; and He has feeling (Eph. 4:30): ―And do not 

grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.‖ 

Further, personal pronouns (―He‖ and ―His‖) are appropriately attributed to the Holy Spirit: 

―But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his 

own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come‖ (John 16:13, 

emphasis added). 

Finally, the activities of a person are ascribed to the Holy Spirit: He searches, knows, speaks, 

testifies, reveals, convinces, commands, strives, moves, helps, guides, creates, recreates, 

sanctifies, inspires, intercedes, orders the affairs of the church, and performs miracles (see 

Strong, ST, 325). There are numerous verses of Scripture to support these activities (see Gen. 

6:3; Luke 12:12; John 3:8; 16:7–8; Acts 8:29; Rom. 8:26; 1 Cor. 2:11; Eph. 4:30; 2 Peter 1:21, 

etc.). 

Other Biblical Evidence of the Triunity in God 

Many times in Scripture one member of the Trinity is speaking to another. This indicates that 

they are not one and the same person. 

The Father Speaking to the Son 

Psalm 2:7 (cited in Heb. 1:5) declares, ―I will proclaim the decree of the LORD: He said to 

me, ‗You are my Son; today I have become your Father.‘ ‖ Also, ―The LORD [Father] says to my 

Lord [Son]: ‗Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet‘ ‖ (Ps. 

110:1). Jesus used this very passage to show His deity (Matt. 22:41–46). Again, the Father says, 

―Your throne, O God [Son], will last for ever and ever; a scepter of justice will be the scepter of 

your kingdom. You love righteousness and hate wickedness; therefore God [the Father], your 

God, has set you above your companions‖ (Ps. 45:6–7). Likewise, the book of Hebrews applies 

this passage to Christ (Heb. 1:8–9). Indeed, three times in the New Testament the Father spoke 

from heaven approving of Christ, His Son (Matt. 3:17; 17:5; John 12:28). 

The Son Speaking to the Father 
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―Then the angel of the LORD [the Son] said, ‗LORD Almighty [Father], how long will you 

withhold mercy from Jerusalem and from the towns of Judah?‘ ‖ (Zech. 1:12). That the angel 

(messenger) of the LORD is God is clear from the fact that it is He who is called the LORD 

(Yahweh), a term reserved for God alone. He is also called the ―I AM‖ in Exodus 3:14 (cf. vv. 13, 

15), which clearly refers only to Deity (cf. John 8:58–59). There is also a reference in Proverbs 

30:4 to both the Father and the Son: ―Who has gone up to heaven and come down? Who has 

gathered up the wind in the hollow of his hands? Who has wrapped up the waters in his cloak? 

Who has established all the ends of the earth? What is his name, and the name of his son? Tell 

me if you know!‖ 

―After Jesus said this, he looked toward heaven and prayed: ‗Father, the time has come. 

Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you‘ ‖ (John 17:1). Again, Jesus [the Son] called out 

with a loud voice, ―Father, into your hands I commit my spirit‖ (Luke 23:46). 

All Three Persons Together at Once 

Several times all three persons are present and operating at the same time. Once in Isaiah it 

says, ―I will tell of the kindnesses of the LORD, the deeds for which he is to be praised, according 

to all the LORD [Father] has done for us … and so he became their Savior. In all their distress he 

too was distressed, and the angel of his presence [Son] saved them. In his love and mercy he 

redeemed them.… Yet they rebelled and grieved his Holy Spirit‖ (Isa. 63:7–10). 

At the baptism of Jesus (Matt. 3:16–17), all three members of the Trinity were present 

together: ―As soon as Jesus [Son] was baptized, he went up out of the water. At that moment 

heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God [Spirit] descending like a dove and lighting on 

him. And a voice from heaven [Father] said, ‗This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well 

pleased.‘ ‖ 

In the baptismal formula (Matt. 28:19) it places all three under one ―name‖ (singular), 

saying: ―Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.‖ 

Likewise, in an apostolic benediction (e.g., 2 Cor. 13:14), all three names are present 

together. Paul prayed, ―May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ [Son], and the love of God 

[Father], and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit [Spirit] be with you all.‖ 

All of these passages and many more indicate that there are three different and distinct 

persons who exist simultaneously and eternally and who share one and the same essence or 

nature. This is in stark contrast to modalism (sabellianism), which claims there is only one 

person in God who appears at different times in the form of different persons. 

The Trinity Is Implied in the Old Testament 

While the Trinity is not formally and explicitly set forth in the Old Testament, all the 

elements of trinitarianism are found there. There is only one God (Ex. 20:3; Deut. 6:4; Isa. 

45:18), yet there are three persons who are considered God. Sometimes two are speaking to each 

other (Ps. 45:6–8; 110:1; Zech. 1:12). Indeed, in one text all three are mentioned together (Isa. 

63:7–10). 

Even the Hebrew word of ―one‖ (echad) God (Deut. 6:4) implies a plurality with unity, just 

as male and female are considered ―one‖ (echad) flesh (Gen. 2:24). There is also a threefold 

praise to God by the angelic choir: ―Holy, Holy, Holy is the LORD of hosts‖ (Isa. 6:3 NKJV). 

The Trinity Is Taught in the New Testament 
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As the above discussion shows, the New Testament teaches clearly that there is only one God 

and that there are three distinct persons who are God: These two premises constitute the basic 

elements of trinitarianism. What brings the Trinity into focus in the New Testament is the 

presence of the second person of the Godhead (Jesus Christ) in bodily form, often conversing 

with His Father (cf. John 17). Indeed, as we have seen, at Christ‘s baptism all three members of 

the Trinity are present at the same time: The Father speaks from heaven, and the Holy Spirit 

descends from heaven on the Son, who is in the water (Matt. 3:16–17). 

Later, again, all three names are mandated as the baptismal formula (Matt. 28:19) and used in 

apostolic benedictions (for instance, 2 Cor. 13:14). 

There Is a Functional Order in the Trinity 

All members of the Trinity are equal in essence, but they do not have the same roles. It is a 

heresy (called subordinationism) to affirm that there is an ontological subordination of one 

member of the Trinity to another, since they are identical in essence (examine the ―ontological 

argument for God‘s existence‖ in Volume 1, chapter 2); nonetheless, it is clear that there is a 

functional subordination; that is, not only does each member have a different function or role, 

but some functions are also subordinate to others. 

The Function of the Father 

By His very title of ―Father‖ and His label of ―the first person of the Trinity,‖ it is manifest 

that His function is superior to that of the Son and the Holy Spirit. The Father, for example, is 

presented as the Source, Sender, and Planner of salvation. 

The Function of the Son 

The Son, on the other hand, is the Means, Sent One, and Achiever of salvation. The Father 

sent, and the Son came to save us; the Father planned it, but the Son accomplished it on the 

cross. This is why it is a heresy (called patripassianism) to claim that the Father suffered on the 

cross—only the Son suffered and died. 

Further, the Son is eternally ―begotten‖ or ―generated‖ 
4
 from the Father, but the Father is 

never said to be ―begotten‖ or ―generated‖ from anyone. 

The Function of the Holy Spirit 

According to orthodox theology, both East and West, the Holy Spirit is said to ―proceed‖ 

from the Father, but the Father never proceeds from the Holy Spirit (see Appendix 7)—that is, 

the Father sends the Spirit, but the Spirit never sends the Father. In addition, however, according 

to orthodox Western theology, the Holy Spirit proceeds both from the Father and the Son (see 

John 15:26). This is an issue over which the Eastern Orthodox and Western Roman Catholic 

churches eventually split (around A.D. 1054), namely, over the filioque (―and the Son‖) clause 

                                                           
4
 The terms “begotten” and “generated,” as used in an eternal and uncreated sense of the Son, are orthodox, but they are 

unfortunate expressions, since they may leave the impression that the Son was of a different substance from the Father (a 
heresy called subordinationism) or that the Son was a created (non-eternal) substance (a heresy called arianism). In truth, the 
Son is of the same substance (homoousion), not a similar substance (homoiousion), as the Father, namely, the eternal, 
uncreated, and identical substance. He differs in function, not in essence, from the Father. As seen above, the biblical term 
“firstborn” (Col. 1:15) was given to show His priority over creation (Col. 1:17) and that He was Creator of all things (Col. 1:16), 
not that He was the first creature made. 
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that was added to the ―procession from the Father‖ statement in Western creeds at the Council of 

Toledo (in A.D. 589), following Augustine‘s view. Mediators have sought to find common 

ground in the fact that Jesus said, ―When the Counselor comes, whom I will sent to you from the 

Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father, He will testify about me‖ (John 15:26, 

emphasis added). Many Eastern Orthodox theologians are willing to say that the Holy Spirit is 

sent by the Father indirectly through the Son, but they deny that the Son has authority to send the 

Holy Spirit on His own. Be that as it may, all agree that there is a functional subordination of the 

Holy Spirit to the Father. 

In brief, the Father is the Planner, the Son is the Accomplisher, and the Holy Spirit is the 

Applier of salvation to believers. The Father is the Source, the Son is the Means, and the Holy 

Spirit is the Effector of salvation—it is He who convicts, convinces, and converts (see Appendix 

7). 

One final word about the nature and duration of this functional subordination in the Godhead. 

It is not just temporal and economical; it is essential and eternal. For example, the Son is an 

eternal Son (see Prov. 30:4; Heb. 1:3). He did not become God‘s Son; He always was related to 

God the Father as a Son and always will be. His submission to the Father was not just for time 

but will be for all eternity. Paul wrote: 

Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom of God the Father after he has 

destroyed all dominion, authority and power … When he has done this, then the Son himself will be 

made subject to him who put everything under him, so that God may be all in all, (1 Cor. 15:24, 28) 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR THE TRINITY 

From a theological vantage point, two things are necessary to defend the doctrine of the 

Trinity: first, to demonstrate that God has one and only one essence (nature); second, to show 

that it is not contradictory to have three persons in one essence. 

God Can Have Only One Essence 

By ―essence‖ or ―nature‖ is meant what something is, and essence is a set of characteristics—

properties necessary to the thing being described. For example, it is necessary to the essence of a 

triangle that it has the following characteristics: 

(1) It must have three sides. 

(2) It must have three corners or angles. 

(3) The sum of the three angles must be 180 degrees. 

An essence is differentiated from other characteristics by the fact that its characteristics are 

essential to it, while the other characteristics (called accidents) are not. For instance, it is 

essential to the essence of a human being that he or she possess rationality, while his or her skin 

color (red, yellow, black, brown, or white) is accidental. That God can have only one essence 

has already been demonstrated under His simplicity (see chapter 2). So the essential 

characteristics or properties of God must refer to one and the same essence. 

It Is Possible to Have More Than One Person in One Essence 
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In order to complete what is understood by the Trinity, it remains only to show that there is 

no contradiction in having three persons in one essence. This is demonstrated by pointing out 

that the law of noncontradiction mandates that for two propositions to be contradictory, they 

must both affirm and deny something of 

(1) the same thing; 

(2) at the same time; and 

(3) in the same sense (in the same relationship). 

Clearly this is not the case in affirming, 

(1) God is one and only one in relation to His essence; 

(2) God is more than one (viz., three) in relation to His persons. These are two different 

senses or relations. Therefore, the Trinity is not contradictory. 

Of course, this response depends on the words person and essence being defined in different 

ways. By person is meant who it is, and by nature is meant what it is. A person is a subject, while 

a nature is an object. Person is an I, and an essence is an it. So a person is a subjective center of 

intentionality and volitionality, and a nature is an objective center of essential properties. 

No orthodox theologian denies that this is a mystery, but it is not a contradiction. While the 

Trinity may go beyond reason, it does not go against reason. It is beyond finite ability to 

comprehend how there can be three persons in one nature, but it is not beyond finite ability to 

apprehend the truthful (and noncontradictory) nature of both premises. 

Illustrations of the Trinity 

Many illustrations of the Trinity have been offered down through the centuries. Some are 

good and some are not. The bad ones usually imply some heresy such as modalism or tritheism. 

Poor Illustrations of the Trinity 

• Three States of Water 
One often-used bad illustration is that the Trinity is like water, which has three states (solid, 

liquid, and gas). The problem with this is that no given drop of water is in all three states at the same 

time. 
5
 Yet God is both three and one at the same time. So despite the good intentions, this illustration 

implies the heresy of modalism (that God has one essence but is not three distinct persons). 
• Three Links in a Chain 

Another poor example offered of the Trinity is a three-link chain. The problem here is that the 

links are three different things. So in spite of whatever good motivations there may be behind it, what 

is being illustrated is tritheism, not trinitarianism. God is only one thing (substance), not three 

different ones joined together in some way. 
• Human Body, Soul, and Spirit 

Yet another faulty illustration of the Trinity is that God is like man, who has body, soul, and spirit 

and yet is one. Even apart from the implied trichotomy (see part 2), one problem with this is that the 

human soul and body separate at death. The members of the Godhead are inseparable. Further, God 

has no body—He is pure Spirit (John 4:24). 

                                                           
5
 There is a state where different drops of water are in various stages of solid, liquid, and gas at the same time. But this would 

not illustrate trinitarianism, where one and the same drop would have to be in all three states at the same time. 
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• One Actor Playing Three Roles 
Most of us have seen a play where one person plays two or more roles. However, this is actually 

an illustration of the Sabellian heresy, not of the orthodox Trinity. In the latter, there are three 

different persons who exist and perform at the same time, yet share only one divine essence. 

Better Illustrations of the Trinity 

No illustration of the Trinity is perfect, but some are more helpful than others. Those that are 

better involve things where three different elements exist in an undivided oneness at the same 

time. 

• A Triangle 
God is like a triangle, which is one figure yet has three different sides at the same time—there is a 

simultaneous threeness in the oneness. Of course, no analogy is perfect, since in every analogy there 

is a similarity and a difference. The difference here is that ―corners‖ are not persons. Nonetheless, 

they do illustrate how there can be a ―threeness‖ and a oneness at the same time. 
• One to the Third Power 

Another helpful illustration is that God is like one to the third power (1×1×1=1). God is three 

ones in One; He is not 1+1+1=3. That is the heresy of tritheism, which holds three different gods, not 

just one God. 
• Love Is Trifold 

―God is Love‖ (1 John 4:16), and love involves three elements: A lover, a beloved, and a spirit of 

love. These three are one. One advantage of this example is that it has a personal dimension, in that 

love is something only a person does. 
• Mind, Ideas, and Words 

Further, God is like the relation between my mind, my ideas, and my words. They are all distinct, 

yet they are united, for one‘s words cannot be separated from his ideas, and his mind behind them. 
• Allah and the Qur‘an 

For Muslims (who deny the Trinity), a good illustration is the relationship between the Qur‘an 

(which they believe is the eternal Word of God) and God (Allah), who expressed that Word. They 

believe there is only one God and that His Word is distinct from Him. Yet they also hold that there is 

a unity between them, since there is a unity between God and His Word. So they are admitting a 

plurality and yet unity between God and His eternal Word. The Qur‘an is not identical to Allah, and 

yet it is one with God, who supposedly expressed Himself in the words of the Qur‘an (see Geisler and 

Saleeb, AI, chapter 12). 

Heresies Regarding God and Christ 

Orthodox trinitarianism and Christology must be carefully distinguished from several 

heresies. Most of these have been condemned by Councils of the Christian Church: tritheism, 

modalism (sabellianism), arianism, docetism, nestorianism, monophysitism (eutychianism), 

patripassianism, monotholitism, apollinarianism, subordinationism, monarchianism, 

adoptionism, and binitarianism. 

Tritheism 

Tritheism is the belief that there are three gods or three separate beings in the Godhead. Few, 

if any, have held this view consciously, though unwittingly many have fallen into it verbally by 
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their incautious language about the Godhead. By correctly stressing the three persons as distinct, 

it is easy to slip into the language of tritheism, which wrongly posits three separate beings. 

Modalism 

Modalism is also called sabellianism after its founder, Sabellius (fl. c. 217–c. 220). Modalism 

holds that God is only one person who appears in different modes or roles at different times in 

the divine economy, from which it gets the title ―Economic Trinity,‖ as opposed to the 

ontological Trinity of orthodox theology. 

Arianism 

Following Arius (c.250–336), its founder, this heresy denies that Jesus is fully God, allowing 

Him a created status below God. Arianism was opposed by Athanasius and condemned as 

heretical at the Council of Nicea (A.D. 325). 

Docetism 

From the Greek word dokeo, ―I seem,‖ docetism affirms the deity of Christ but denies His 

humanity, claiming it was only an apparent, but not real, humanity. Elements of this error had 

appeared already in New Testament times (1 John 4:1–3; 2 John 7; Col. 2:8–9); in some forms it 

held that Jesus escaped the ignominy of death by crucifixion when either Judas Iscariot or Simon 

of Cyrene exchanged places with Him on the cross. Muslims accept a form of this error (see Sura 

4:187). Among those charged with this error were Cerinthus (fl. c. A.D. 100) and Serapion, the 

Bishop of Antioch (190–203). 

Nestorianism 

It is doubtful that Nestorius (d. c. A.D. 451) held the view bearing his name, though some of 

his followers are credited with it. This perspective posited not only two natures in Christ (which 

is orthodox) but also two persons (which is not). Allegedly, if there is both a human and a divine 

person in Christ, then it was only the human person who died on the cross; hence, His sacrifice 

for our sins would have no divine efficacy. The truth is, only if one and the same person, who 

was both God and man, died for our sins, can He truly be mediator between God and man (1 

Tim. 2:5). 

It is against nestorianism that the creeds speak when they insist on a hypostatic union of the 

two natures in one person. While ―hypostasis‖ literally means ―substance,‖ 
6
 it also bore the 

meaning of ―individual reality,‖ and from the fourth century on it came to mean ―person‖ (see 

Cross, ODCC, 685). 

Monophysitism 

Monophysitism is also dubbed eutychianism after its alleged founder, Eutyches (c.375–454). 

Monophysitism confuses the two natures of Christ, so that the divine and human natures 

                                                           
6
 This usage led to confusion, since Tatian, Origen, and the anathamas appended to the Nicene Creed of 325 used it to mean 
“substance,” akin to the Greek word ousia. Hence, when Eastern theologians used hypostasis of the three persons in the Trinity, 
they were suspected of tritheism. However, due to the influence of the Capadocian Fathers, the usage was clarified, and from 
the Council of Constantinople (381) on, the standard usage was to speak of “three hypostases in one ousia *substance+)” (Cross, 
ODCC, 685). 
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intermingle. Besides being a heresy, it is a contradiction, since it holds that there is an infinite 

finite and an uncreated created blending of the two natures of Christ. 

Patripassianism 

Patripassianism means literally the ―Father suffered.‖ It arose in the early third century in the 

form of monarchianism (see below), holding that God the Father suffered on the cross as well as 

Christ. However, the divine nature possessed by Christ did not suffer or die: God is impassible 

(see chapter 5) and, hence, incapable of undergoing suffering. Only the Son became incarnated 

in a human nature; thus, only the Son, not the Father or the Spirit, suffered on the cross. 

Monotholitism 

From two Greek words meaning ―one‖ and ―to will,‖ this unorthodox seventh-century view 

held that Jesus has only one will, not both a human and a divine will. This is contrary to our 

Lord‘s words in Gethsemane, where He said, ―My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken 

from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will‖ (Matt. 26:39, emphasis added). Further, by insisting 

that Christ has only one will, monotholitism in effect confuses His two natures through which He 

(one person) operated. This doctrine was condemned as a heresy by the Lateran Council of 649 

and the Council of Constantinople of 680. 

Apollinarianism 

Following their leader, Apollinarius (c. 310–c. 390), this sect diminished the humanity of 

Christ; that is, while affirming His full deity, they denied His full humanity by claiming that 

Jesus had no human spirit (only a body and a soul). They held that the divine Logos replaced the 

human spirit in Jesus. Apollinarianism was condemned by the Synods in Rome (374–380) and 

the Council of Constantinople (381). 

Subordinationism 

This heresy was held by Justin Martyr (c. 100–c. 165) and Origen (c. 185–c. 254) and 

condemned at the Council of Constantinople (381). It asserts that the Son is subordinate in 

nature to the Father. Subordinationism is not to be confused with the orthodox belief that the Son 

(Christ) is functionally subordinate to (i.e., subject to) the Father, though essentially equal with 

Him. 

Monarchianism 

This second and third century nontrinitarian heresy stressed the unity (monarchy) of God to 

the neglect of Christ‘s deity. Supposedly, Jesus was only a power or influence from God. There 

were two main groups of monarchianists: modalists (see above) and adoptionists (see below). 

The modalists were represented by Noetus, Praxeas, and Sabellius. The main adoptionists were 

Theoadotus and Artemon and, perhaps, Paul of Samosata (see Cross, ODCC, 929). 

Adoptionism 

Adoptionism was rooted in second-and third-century monarchianism but flourished in the 

eighth century. According to this view, Jesus was only a man but was adopted by God because of 

His divine powers. This is said to have occurred when God declared from heaven: ―This is my 

Son‖ (Matt. 3:17). 
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Binitarianism 

According to binitarianism, there are only two persons in the Godhead. While few, if any, 

early Fathers explicitly affirmed binitarianism, some inadvertently and implicitly fell into it by 

denying the deity of the Son. Some modern proponents of this view deny the personality of the 

Holy Spirit, thus leaving only two persons in the Godhead. Both the Reorganized Church of 

Jesus Christ (sister group to the Mormons) and the old Worldwide Church of God under Herbert 

W. Armstrong embraced this view. 

The main views regarding the relation between the nature and person (s) of the Godhead can 

be summarized as follows: 

 

 
PERSON(S) 

 
NATURE(S) 

 

Trinitarianism 

 

Three 

 

One 

 

Tritheism 

 

Three 

 

Three 

 

Polytheism 

 

Many 

 

Many 

 

Modalism 

 

One 

 

One 

 

Binitarianism 

 

Two 

 

One 

 

The main views, orthodox and unorthodox, concerning Christ and His two natures can be 

charted as follows: 
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Arianism 
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Nestorianism 
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Affirmed 
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Eutychianism 

(Monophysitism) 

 

Affirmed 

 

Affirmed 

 

Merged 

 

Docetism 

 

Affirmed 

 

Denied 

 

United 

 

Adoptionism 

 

Denied 

 

Affirmed 

 

Adopted 

 

Apollinarianism 

 

Affirmed 

 

Diminished 

 

United 

 

                                                           
7
 Nestorians have three persons in the Trinity, but modalists have only one. Nestorians have two separated persons in the Son, 

one in each nature, while modalists have only one person in God, who is performing three roles. 
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Subordinationism 

 

Diminished 

 

Affirmed 

 

United 

 

Modalism 

(Sabellianism) 

 

Affirmed 

 

Affirmed 

 

Separated
7
 

 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S TRIUNITY 

Not all doctrine is revealed immediately and completely by God; most teachings are revealed 

progressively. This is true of the Trinity. 

The Early Church Fathers on the Trinity 

The earliest Fathers of the church spoke of the Trinity by doctrine and even by name. This 

begins with a disciple of one of Jesus‘ apostles. 

Polycarp (c. 70–155) 

Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, was taught by the apostle John. He wrote, ―May the God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, and Jesus Christ Himself, who is the Son of God, and our 

everlasting High Priest, build you up in faith and truth‖ (EPE, chapter 12). 

Ignatius 

―Our Physician is the only true God, the unbegotten and unapproachable, the Lord of all, the 

Father and Begetter of the only-begotten Son. We have also as a Physician the Lord our God, 

Jesus the Christ, the only-begotten Son and Word, before time began; but who afterward became 

also man, of Mary the virgin‖ (ibid., chapter 7). 

Justin Martyr 

Justin, an early Christian apologist right after the apostles, affirmed the Trinity: ―The most 

true God is the Father of righteousness.… We worship and adore Him, the Son (who came forth 

from Him and taught us these things, along with the host of the other good angels who follow 

and are made like Him), and the prophetic Spirit‖ (in Bercot, DECB, 652). 

Irenaeus 

Irenaeus learned under Polycarp, the disciple of John, and later became bishop of Lyons. He 

asserted the doctrine of the Trinity in these words: 

The church, though dispersed throughout the whole world, even to the ends of the earth, has 

received from the apostles and their disciples this faith in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of 

heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all things that are in them; and in one Christ Jesus, the Son of 

God, who became incarnate for our salvation; and in the Holy Spirit. (AH in Roberts and Donaldson, 

ANF, X, 1) 

                                                           
7
 Nestorians have three persons in the Trinity, but modalists have only one. Nestorians have two separated persons in the Son, 

one in each nature, while modalists have only one person in God, who is performing three roles. 
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One God the Father is declared, who is above all, through all, and in all. The Father is indeed 

above all, and He is the Head of Christ. But the Word is through all things and is Himself the Head of 

the church. While the Spirit is in us all, and He is the living water, (in Bercot, DECB, 652) 

Clement of Alexandria 

Clement affirmed that ―the universal Father is one. The universal Word is one. And the Holy 

Spirit is one‖ (ibid., 652). 

Tertullian 

Tertullian, an African apologist and theologian, was the first to use the term ―Trinity,‖ 

though the truth of the Trinity was taught in the New Testament and by church Fathers before 

him. He declared, 

We define that there are two, the Father and the Son, and three with the Holy Spirit, and this 

number is made by the pattern of salvation … [which] brings about unity in Trinity, interrelating the 

three, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. They are three, not in dignity, but in degree, not in 

substance but in form, not in power but in kind. They are of one substance and power, because there 

is one God from whom these degrees, forms and kinds devolve in the name of Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit. (PAH, 23) 

He added, ―I testify that the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are inseparable from each other.… 

My assertion is that the Father is one, the Son is one, and the Spirit is one—and that they are all 

distinct from each other‖ (in Bercot, DECB, 653). 

Origen 

Origen was an Alexandrian defender of Christianity. He too defended the Trinity, writing, 

If anyone would say that the Word of God [Christ] or the Wisdom of God had a beginning, let 

him beware lest he direct his impiety rather against the unbegotten Father, since he denies that he was 

always Father.… There can be no more ancient title of almighty God than that of Father, and it is 

through the son that he is Father. (DP in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 1.2) 

Further, ―the Holy Spirit would never have been reckoned in the unity of the trinity, i.e., 

along with the unchangeable Father and His Son, unless He had always been the Holy Spirit‖ 

(ibid., 1:111:4). 

Origin spoke of the fact that 

the person of the Holy Spirit was of such authority and dignity, that saving baptism was not 

complete except by the authority of the most excellent Trinity of them all, i.e., by the naming of 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and by joining them to the unbegotten God the Father, and to His 

only-begotten Son, the name also of the Holy Spirit, (ibid., 1.2) 

Athenagoras 

Though the poets, in their fictions, represent the gods as no better than men, our mode of thinking 

is not the same as theirs, concerning either God the Father or the Son. But the Son of God is the 

Logos of the Father, in idea and in operation; for after the pattern of Him and by Him were all things 

made, the Father and the Son being one. And, the Son being in the Father and the Father in the Son, in 
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oneness and power of spirit, the understanding and reason. (WA, 10 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 

II) 
Who, then, would not be astonished to hear men called atheists who speak of God the Father, and 

of God the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and who declare both their power in union and their 

distinction in order? 
We acknowledge a God, and a Son (His Logos [―Word‖]), and a Holy Spirit. These are united in 

essence—the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. Now, the Son is the Intelligence, Reason, and Wisdom 

of the Father. And the Spirit is an emanation, as light from fire, (in Bercot, DECB, 652) 
That we are not atheists, therefore, seeing that we acknowledge one God, uncreated, eternal, 

invisible, impassible, incomprehensible, illimitable, who is apprehended by the understanding only 

and the reason, who is encompassed by light, and beauty, and spirit, and power ineffable, by whom 

the universe has been created through His Logos, and set in order, and is kept in being—I have 

sufficiently demonstrated. (I say ―His Logos,‖ for we acknowledge also a Son of God. Nor let any 

one think it ridiculous that God should have a Son … ). But the Son of God is the Logos of the 

Father, in idea and in operation; for after the pattern of Him and by Him were all things made, the 

Father and the Son being one. And, the Son being in the Father and the Father in the Son, in oneness 

and power of spirit, the understanding and reason of the Father is the Son of God.… I will state 

briefly that He is the first product of the Father, not as having been brought into existence (for from 

the beginning, God, who is the eternal mind, had the Logos in Himself, being from eternity instinct 

with Logos … ). The Holy Spirit Himself also, which operates in the prophets, we assert to be an 

effluence of God, flowing from Him, and returning back again like a beam of the sun. Who, then, 

would not be astonished to hear men who speak of God the Father, and of God the Son, and of the 

Holy Spirit and who declare both their power in union and their distinction in order, called atheists? 

(op. cit.) 

Hippolytus 

Therefore, a man … is compelled to acknowledge God the Father Almighty, and Christ Jesus the 

Son of God—who, being God, became man, to whom also the Father made all things subject 

(Himself excepted)—and the Holy Spirit; and that these are three [Persons]. However, if he desires to 

know how it is shown that there is still one God, let him know that His power is one. As far as regards 

the power, therefore, God is one. But as far as regards the Economy, there is a threefold 

manifestation, (in Bercot, DECB, 655) 

Novatian of Rome 

Novatian, a bishop in Rome, wrote a work titled De Trinitate De Reula Fidei, defending the 

deity of Christ and the Trinity. He declared, 

The rule of truth demands that, first of all, we believe in God the Father and Almighty Lord.… 

The same rule of truth teaches us to believe, after the Father, also in the Son of God, Christ Jesus, our 

Lord God, but the Son of God.… Moreover, the order of reason and the authority of faith … 

admonishes us, after this, to believe also in the Holy Ghost, (in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 21) 

Gregory Thaumaturgus 

Gregory was the pupil of Origen and bishop of Neo-Caesaria who played a prominent part in 

the Synod of Antioch (A.D. 269). He confessed, 

There is one God, the Father of the living Word.… There is one Lord, one of one (only of only), 

God of God, the true Son of the true Father, Invisible of Invisible, and Immortal of Immortal, and 
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Everlasting of Everlasting. And there is one Holy Ghost … a perfect Trinity, not divided nor differing 

in glory and eternity and sovereignty. (DF, 7 in ibid., 25) 

The Early Creeds and Councils on the Trinity 

As was shown above, the Fathers of the first two centuries after Christ followed the teachings 

of the New Testament in affirming the Trinity. In the next two centuries the universal church 

affirmed that the doctrine of the Trinity was normative for all believers. 

The Apostles‘ Creed 

The Trinity is implied in the Apostles‘ Creed, which, in its old Roman form, declares: ―I 

believe in God the Father Almighty. And in Jesus Christ his only begotten Son our Lord.… And 

in the Holy Ghost‖ (in Schaff, CC, 47–48). The Trinity was made explicit by later church 

councils when the proponents of Arianism denied what was taught from the time of the apostles. 

The Council of Constantinople (A.D. 381) 

This great ecumenical council declared as a norm for orthodoxy: 

I believe in one God the Father Almighty: maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and 

invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before 

all Worlds, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with 

the Father.… And [I believe] in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of Life, (ibid., 58–59) 

The Council of Chalcedon (A.D. 451) 

By the time of this second great ecumenical council, deviant doctrines called for an even 

more explicit statement on the Trinity. It declared, 

We, then, following the holy Fathers, all with one consent, teach men to confess one and the same 

Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in Godhead and also perfect in manhood; truly God and 

truly man, of a reasonable rational soul and body; consubstantial with the Father according to the 

Godhead, and consubstantial with us according to the Manhood … one and the same Christ, Son, 

Lord, Only-begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, in-divisibly, 

inseparably; the distinction of natures being by no means taken away by the union, but rather the 

property of each nature being preserved, and concurring in one Person and one Subsistence, not 

parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same Son, and only begotten, God the Word, the 

Lord Jesus Christ. (ibid., 62) 

The Medieval Fathers on the Trinity 

The Fathers of the Middle Ages produced some of the great treatises on the doctrine of the 

Trinity. 

Augustine 

Let it not be supposed that in this Trinity there is any separation in respect of time or place, but 

that these Three are equal and co-eternal, and absolutely of one nature: and that the creatures have 

been made, not some by the Father, and some by the Son, and some by the Holy Spirit, but that each 

and all that have been or are now being created subsist in the Trinity as their Creator; and that no one 
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is saved by the Father without the Son and the Holy Spirit, or by the Son without the Father and the 

Holy Spirit, or by the Holy Spirit without the Father and the Son—but by the Father, the Son, and the 

Holy Spirit, the only one, true, and truly immortal (that is, absolutely unchangeable) God. (L, 169.2) 
The Spirit is other than the Father and the Son because He is neither the Father nor the Son. I say 

―other than,‖ not ―different from,‖ because, equally with them, He is the simple, unchangeable, co-

eternal Good. This Trinity is one God. And, although it is a Trinity, it is nonetheless simple. For we 

do not say that the nature of this good is simple because the Father alone shares in it, or the Son alone, 

or the Holy Spirit alone. Nor do we say with the Sabellian heretics that it is but a nominal Trinity 

without subsistent Persons. Our reason for calling it simple is because it is what it has—with the 

exception of the real relations in which the Persons stand to each other. 
It is, therefore, because we are men, created in the image of a Creator, whose eternity is true, His 

truth eternal, His love both eternal and true, a Creator who is the eternal, true, and lovable Trinity in 

whom there is neither confusion nor division, that, wherever we turn among the things which He 

created and conserved so wonderfully, we discover His footprints, whether lightly or plainly 

impressed. (CG, 11.10, 11.28) 

Anselm 

First, all three together are one supreme essence (even though each, perfectly, is the supreme 

essence). And the one supreme essence cannot exist without itself, outside itself, or greater or less 

than itself. And, secondly, the Father, as a complete whole, exists in the Son and in their mutual 

Spirit, the Son in Father and in Spirit, and Spirit in Father and in Son. This is because the supreme 

essence‘s consciousness is, as a complete whole, in its understanding and in its love, and its 

understanding in its consciousness and in its love, and its love in its consciousness and in its 

understanding. The supreme spirit understands and loves its whole consciousness. It is conscious of 

and loves its whole understanding. It is conscious of and understands its whole love. By 

consciousness we understand the Father, by understanding, the Son, and by love, their Spirit. Such, 

therefore, is the equality of the mutual embrace and the mutual indwelling of Father, Son and Spirit. It 

demonstrates that none of them is greater than, or can exist without, the others. (ACMW, 66–67) 
Father, Son, and Spirit exist in each other, and with such equality that none is greater than the 

others. What a joy it is to behold this! Their equality is demonstrable first in terms of their shared 

essence, and secondly—and no less—in terms of each individually. (SABW, 66–67) 

Thomas Aquinas 

In like manner, as in God the persons are multiplied, and the essence is not multiplied, we speak 

of one essence of the three persons, and three persons of the one essence, provided these genitives be 

understood as designating the form. (ST, la.39.2) 
If there were any inequality in the divine persons, they would not have the same essence; and thus 

the three persons would not be one God; which is impossible. We must therefore admit equality 

among the divine persons. (ibid., la.42.2) 
There can be only three persons in God. For as it was shown above, the several persons are the 

several subsisting relations really distinct from each other. But a real distinction between the divine 

relations can come only from relative opposition. Therefore, only three persons exist in God: the 

Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost (ibid., la.30.2) 

The Reformers on the Trinity 

The basic doctrine of the Trinity—one nature and three persons—has been the same since the 

controversy was settled in the early church. The Reformers affirmed the same. 
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Martin Luther 

Christ shows forcefully that the Holy Spirit is an actual Being in the Godhead and a separate, 

distinct Person by Himself, one who is not the Father or the Son. For all these expressions obviously 

refer to a separate Person: the Comforter, who will come; again: ―whatsoever He shall hear, that shall 

He speak‖ (John 16:13). If He is to come or (as He said above) to be sent or to proceed; again, if He is 

to hear and speak, He must certainly be Someone. Now He is, of course, not the Father, because the 

Father neither comes nor is sent; nor is He the Son, who has already come and now returns to the 

Father, of whom the Holy Spirit is to preach and whom He is to glorify. 
―Whatsoever He shall hear, that shall He speak‖ (John 16:13). For here He speaks of a 

conversation that is carried on within the Godhead, apart from all creatures, and sets up a pulpit with 

both a Speaker and a Hearer, making the Father the Preacher but the Holy Spirit the Hearer. To be 

sure, this is a sublime matter, and it is above the ability of human reason to determine how it takes 

place. But because we are unable to comprehend it with human words or reason, we are to believe 

it.… Accordingly, it [the Word] has a true divine nature from the Father; yet it does not depart from 

the Father (as a corporeal, natural word, spoken by a man, is a voice or breath which does not stay in 

him but comes from him and stays away from him) but stays forever in Him. These, then, are the two 

distinct Persons: the Speaker and the Word that is spoken, that is, the Father and the Son. And now 

the third follows: the Hearer of both the Speaker and the spoken Word; for where a Speaker and a 

Word are to be, a Hearer is required. But all this speaking, being spoken, and hearing takes place 

within the divine nature and stays within it. There no creature is or can be. But Speaker and Word and 

Hearer must be God Himself, all three equally eternal in the indivisible one Majesty. For in the divine 

Being there is no change or inequality and neither beginning nor end. Therefore, no one can say that 

the Hearer is Someone apart (ausser) from God or each Person is as entirely the whole Godhead (tota 

divinitas) as if there were no other. And yet it is true that no Person is the Godhead so exclusively that 

the others are not also the Godhead. This distinction of Persons is so great that only the Person of the 

Son assumed human nature.… Therefore, the entire science of metaphysics is in error and must be 

boldly crucified when we are in search of God. (WLS, 1384–85) 

John Calvin 

Because the Father, though distinguished by his own peculiar properties, has expressed himself 

wholly in the Son, he is said with perfect reason to have rendered his person (hypostasis) manifest in 

him. And this aptly accords with what is immediately added—viz., that he is ―the brightness of his 

glory.‖ The fair inference from the Apostle‘s words is, that there is a proper subsistence (hypostasis) 

of the Father, which shines refulgent in the Son. From this, again, it is easy to infer that there is a 

subsistence (hypostasis) of the Son, which distinguishes him from the Father. The same holds in the 

case of the Holy Spirit; for we will immediately prove both that he is God and that he has a separate 

subsistence from the Father. This, moreover, is not a distinction of essence, which it [would be] 

impious to multiply. 
The whole Father is in the Son, and the whole Son in the Father, as the Son himself also declares 

(John 14:10), ―I am in the Father, and the Father in me‖; nor do ecclesiastical writers admit that the 

one is separated from the other by any difference of essence. ―By those names which denote 

distinction,‖ says Augustine, ―is meant the relation which they mutually bear to each other, not the 

very substance by which they are one‖ (ICR, 1.13.2, 19). 

The Post-Reformers on the Trinity 

John Miley 
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Trinitarianism is not tritheism; nor are trinitarians less pronounced on the unity of God than 

unitarians. The sense of this unity is embodied in the term designative of the personal distinctions in 

the Godhead. It follows that the unity of God is the basal truth in the doctrine of the Trinity. But as 

this question is not in issue as between trinitarianism and unitarianism, and especially as we have 

previously considered it in its distinctive application to God, it requires no further treatment here. (ST, 

223) 

―The doctrine of the Trinity asserts the personal distinctions of the Father, and the Son, and the 

Holy Spirit, and the essential unity of each‖ (ibid., 224). 

What then is this doctrine? It is that God is one being in such a modified and extended sense of 

the language, as to include three persons in such a modified and restricted sense of the terms that he is 

qualified, in a corresponding restricted sense.… Does it assert that one God is three Gods, or that 

there are more Gods than one? It admits of no such construction, for it expressly affirms that there is 

but one God, and that the three persons, as persons, are not three beings or three Gods, (ibid., 230) 

Jacob Arminius 

―For the Son and the Divine Essence differ in relation‖ (WJA, II.481). 

The Divine persons are not modes of being or of existing, or modes of the Divine Essence: For 

they are things with the mode of being or existing. The Divine Persons are distinguished by a real 

distinction, not by the degree and mode of the thing. A Person is an individual subsistence itself, not a 

characteristic property, nor is it an individual principle; though it be not an individual, nor a person 

without a characteristic property or without an individual principle (ibid., 481–82) 

OBJECTIONS TO THE DOCTRINE OF THE TRINITY 

Many objections have been leveled against the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity, both biblical 

and philosophical. The most important one will be treated here. 

Objection One—Based on Alleged Counter-Claims to Christ‘s Deity 

Several passages are used by critics to show that neither Jesus nor His disciples actually 

claimed deity for Him. This they claim by offering many counter-texts to the above affirmations. 

A brief examination of these passages is in order here. 

Response to Objection One 

Matthew 19:16–30 NKJV 

The rich young ruler called Jesus ―Good Teacher,‖ and Jesus rebuked him, saying, ―Why do 

you call Me good? No one is good but One, that is, God.‖ If Jesus was really God, then why did 

He appear to deny the same to the young ruler, even rebuking Him for implying so? 

In response, it should be observed that Jesus did not deny He was God to the young ruler. He 

simply asked him to examine the implications of what he was saying. In effect, Jesus was saying 

to him, ―Do you realize what you are saying when you call Me good? Do you realize that this is 

something you should attribute only to God? Are you saying I am God?‖ 

The young man did not realize the implications of what he was saying; thus, Jesus was 

forcing him into a very uncomfortable dilemma. Either Jesus was good and was God, or else He 
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was bad and was merely a man. A good God or a bad man, but not a good man: These are the 

real alternatives with regard to Christ, for no good man would claim to be God when he was not. 

The Christ who was a good moral teacher but not God is a figment of human imagination. 

Matthew 24:36 

The Bible teaches that Jesus is God (John 1:1) and that He knows all things (John 2:24; Col. 

2:2–3). On the other hand, He ―grew in wisdom‖ (Luke 2:52) and sometimes did not seem to 

know certain things (cf. John 11:34). Indeed, He denied knowing the time of His own second 

coming here and in Mark 13:32, saying, ―No one knows about that day or hour, not even the 

angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.‖ 

In response, we must distinguish between what Jesus knew as God (everything) and what He 

knew as man (not everything). As God, Jesus was omniscient (all-knowing), but as man He was 

limited in His knowledge. The situation can be schematized as follows: 

Jesus As God 
 

Jesus As Man 
 

Unlimited in knowledge 

 

Limited in knowledge 

 

No growth in knowledge 

 

Growth in knowledge 

 

Knew time of His coming 

 

Did not know time of His coming 

 

Therefore, properly understood, this passage is not a denial of the deity of Christ; rather, it is 

in harmony with the distinction between the two natures of Christ, one divine and one human. 

John 1:1 

This text is used by Arians to show that Jesus was only ―a‖ god, not ―the‖ God, because there 

is no definite article (―the‖) in the Greek of this verse. This is a misunderstanding. In Greek, 

when the definite article is used, it often stresses the individual, and when it is not present, it 

refers to the nature of the one denoted. Thus, the verse can be rendered ―And the Word was of 

the nature of God.‖ Further, as mentioned previously, ―Father‖ is often used of God in the New 

Testament without the definite article, and even critics do not take this as a disclaimer of full 

deity for the Father. 

The full deity of Christ is supported not only by general usage of the same construction but 

also by other references in John to Jesus being God (cf. John 8:58; 10:30; 20:28) and in the rest 

of the New Testament (cf. Col. 1:15–16; 2:9; Titus 2:13). 

Furthermore, some New Testament texts use the definite article and speak of Christ as ―the 

God.‖ So it does not matter whether John did or did not use the definite article here—the Bible 

clearly teaches that Jesus is God, not just a god (cf. Rom. 9:5; Titus 2:13; Heb. 1:8). 

Indeed, the Father is sometimes referred to as God with the definite article, but no one takes 

this to be a denial of His deity (see, for example, 2 Cor. 1:3). 

That Jesus is Jehovah (Yahweh) is clear from the fact that the New Testament attributes to 

Jesus properties and powers that in the Old Testament apply only to God (see above). 

John 14:28 
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Another alleged counter-example is found here, where Jesus said, ―The Father is greater than 

I.‖ How can the Father be greater if Jesus is equal to God? 

In response, there is an important difference. As a man, the Father was greater than Jesus, and 

Jesus was a human being. But the Father was not greater than Christ as God, for Jesus was also 

God. Also, the Father is greater than the Son by office, but not by nature, since both are God (see 

John 1:1; 8:58; 10:30). Just as an earthly father is equally human with but holds a higher office 

than his son, even so the Father and the Son in the Trinity are equal in essence, but different in 

function. In like manner, we speak of the president of our country as being a greater man, not by 

virtue of his character, but by virtue of his position. Therefore, Jesus cannot ever be said to say 

that He considered Himself anything less than God by nature. 

Colossians 1:15–17 

In verse 15 Paul calls Christ the ―firstborn.‖ This seems to imply that Christ was only a 

creature; that is, the first one born (created) in the universe. However, careful examination of this 

verse in its context reveals that Paul clearly declares Christ to be God in this very letter by saying 

He created all things (1:16) and has ―the fullness of the Godhead‖ (2:9 NKJV). The reference to 

―firstborn‖ does not mean He is the firstborn in creation, but the ―firstborn over all creation‖ 

(1:15), since ―He is before all things‖ (1:17). ―Firstborn‖ in this context does not mean the first 

one to be born, but the Heir of all, the Creator and Owner of all things. As Creator of ―all 

things,‖ He could not have been a created thing. 

Revelation 3:14 

This is another verse used by those who deny the deity of Christ. Here John refers to Christ 

as the ―Beginning of the creation of God‖ (NKJV). This too may sound to the casual observer like 

Christ is the first created being. However, ―Beginning of the creation of God‖ must mean that 

Christ is the Beginner of God‘s creation, not the beginning in God‘s creation. This is clear from 

the fact that the same word beginning is used of God the Father in Revelation 21:6–7 (emphasis 

added): ―He said to me: ‗It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. 

To him who is thirsty I will give to drink without cost from the spring of the water of life. He 

who overcomes will inherit all this, and I will be his God and he will be my son.‘ ‖ Hence, if 

―beginning‖ disproved that Christ is God, then it would also disprove that the Father is God, 

which is absurd. 

Objection Two—Based on God‘s Simplicity 

Trinitarian theists affirm a multiplicity in God of three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Thus, it would seem that God cannot be absolutely one, or else He could not also be three 

persons, for if the persons are truly different, then God cannot be absolutely the same, and if they 

are not really distinct (but only in our minds), then modalism (sabellianism) follows and not 

trinitarianism. 

Response to Objection Two 

The first thing to note about this objection is that it confuses person and essence: Simplicity 

refers only to God‘s essence. Clearly, the orthodox view of the Trinity has a plurality of persons 
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within the unity of one essence. The early creeds were very careful to distinguish the persons in 

the Godhead without dividing His essence (see Schaff, CC, Volume 1). 

As Aquinas noted, in reference to the divine essence, each person is identical to the essence. 

But in respect to one another, each person is mutually distinct and not united with the others 

(OPG, 3:7:1). Therefore, the Trinity and simplicity are not contradictory. 

Classical theists do not deny relationships in God, for the relationships really exist in Him. 

Even so, the distinctions in God are not according to essence, but according to what is relative, 

namely, to personhood. God is essentially one but relationally three. Therefore, relationality in 

God does not entail composition (Aquinas, ST, la.28:3). 

Objection Three—Based on the Identity of Persons of the Trinity 

It is objected that all things identical to the same thing are identical to one another. For 

example, if A is identical to B, and C is identical to B, then A must be identical to C. All the 

members of the Godhead are identical to the same thing (viz., God‘s essence). Therefore, it 

would seem to follow that all the members of the Trinity are identical to one another. 

Response to Objection Three 

First, no trinitarian would want to make this claim, for it denies the plurality of persons in 

God. It is, in fact, the proposition made by Sabellian heretics. 

Second, Thomas Aquinas responded to this very objection in his Summa Theologica (la.28, 

4). Citing Aristotle, he noted that this objection is telling only where there is identity between 

object and meaning. But such is not the case in God, for while Fatherhood and Sonship in reality 

refer to the same thing (essence), yet their meaning implies opposing relationships. 

Third, God can be one and have two or more relations, in the way there is one and the same 

road between two different cities. The relation between Father and Son is the same relationship, 

yet Father and Son are not the same (ibid.): They are different persons within the same God. 

Likewise, one and the same triangle has three corners—this neither destroys the unity of the 

nature of a triangle, nor does this unity do away with its three corners. The same is true of the 

Trinity. 

Objection Four—Based on the Traditional Definition of Personhood 

The traditional definition of personhood includes that which has mind, feelings, and will. 

However, on this definition, one could not distinguish the two natures of Christ, since each 

nature has a mind of its own. For example, the divine nature of Jesus knew everything, but the 

human mind of Christ was limited (Matt. 24:36). If ―person‖ includes mind, then how can we 

distinguish two different minds (and wills) in Christ, one mind being infinite and the other finite? 

Answer to Objection Four 

The ―traditional‖ definition of personhood only speaks about the power of a person by virtue 

of the nature in which he participates. The core of personhood is a ―who‖ or an ―I‖—a subject. 

But there are no ―naked persons‖; each person has a nature, and in Christ‘s unique case, He has 

two natures. So ―person‖ is defined by the powers it possesses—mind, emotion, and will. But the 

person himself is not these powers; he simply has them. What is more, there is a difference 
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between having the powers of intellect and a nature that contains the content that particular 

intellect holds. 

In brief, one and the same person, in the sense of an ―I‖ or ―who,‖ can have two different 

natures through which it operates. Further, even one and the same person in the sense of having 

the powers of intellect, emotion, and will can have two different natures through which it 

operates, since this differs from the content these natures can possess. For example, an infinite 

Mind has more content than a finite mind, even though the same ―person‖ (understood as having 

the power of intellect) can have two different minds, one finite and the other infinite in content. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

The nature of God is the most fundamental factor in evangelical theology; on it rests all other 

theological doctrines, either explicitly or implicitly. According to sound biblical, theological, and 

historical reasoning, the God of the Bible is the God of trinitarian monotheism. He is tri-

personal, infinite, indivisible, immutable, eternal, all-knowing, all-powerful, all-loving, and 

absolutely perfect and just. Deviation from any of these attributes results in an unorthodox view 

of God. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

GOD‘S HOLINESS AND RIGHTEOUSNESS 

As we have seen, God has both moral and nonmoral attributes and characteristics. All of the 

preceding ones (in chapters 2–12) are non-moral in character. (They are also called 

―metaphysical attributes,‖ since they describe God‘s actual nonmoral nature.) The first group of 

these is also called ―incommunicable,‖ since they cannot be communicated to creatures. God 

alone is Pure Actuality, simple, self-existent, necessary, immutable, eternal, impassible, infinite, 

immaterial, immense, omnipotent, omnipresent, omniscient, and ineffable. The other attributes 

are communicable but still nonmoral: These include wisdom, light, majesty, beauty, life, and 

immortality. 

God also has moral attributes and characteristics; these are communicable to creatures, since 

they do not necessitate infinitude. They include holiness, righteousness (justice), jealousy, 

perfection, truthfulness, goodness (love), mercy, and wrath (although, again, these last two may 

be activities, not attributes as such, which flow from God‘s goodness and justice, respectively). 
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GOD‘S HOLINESS 

God‘s attribute of holiness defies simple categorization, for it combines both metaphysical 

and moral dimensions. In the latter sense, it fits with the other moral attributes just listed and will 

be treated here. 

THE DEFINITION OF GOD‘S HOLINESS 

The biblical Hebrew words for holy are godesh, meaning ―apartness‖ or ―sacredness,‖ and 

gadosh, translated ―sacred‖ or ―holy.‖ The Greek word hagios means ―righteous,‖ ―holy,‖ or 

―pious.‖ 

Theologically, God‘s holiness means that He is totally and utterly set apart from all creation 

and evil. His holiness is associated with His jealousy (Josh. 24:19), His exaltation (Ps. 99:9; Isa. 

5:16), His righteousness (Isa. 5:16; Luke 1:75), His almightiness (Rev. 4:8), His absolute 

uniqueness (Ex. 15:11), His moral purity (2 Cor. 7:1), and His being vexed by evil (Ps. 78:41). 

As such, His holiness should inspire a deep sense of awe (Isa. 29:23) and perpetual worship (1 

Chron. 16:29; Rev. 4:8) in His creatures. 

As mentioned above, God‘s holiness is both a metaphysical and a moral attribute: It refers to 

His absolute moral uniqueness as well as His total separateness from all creatures. In one sense, 

holiness is an overall attribute of God that distinguishes Him from everything else that exists (see 

Sproul, HC). 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S HOLINESS 

God is holy by His very nature. Exodus 15:11 declares, ―Who among the gods is like you, O 

LORD? Who is like you—majestic in holiness, awesome in glory, working wonders?‖ In 

Leviticus 11:44, God affirms, ―I am the LORD your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, 

because I am holy. Do not make yourselves unclean by any creature that moves about on the 

ground.‖ Leviticus 11:45 adds, ―I am the LORD who brought you up out of Egypt to be your God; 

therefore be holy, because I am holy.‖ In Leviticus 19:2, He says, ―Speak to the entire assembly 

of Israel and say to them: ‗Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy.‘ ‖ 

And in Leviticus 20:7, He orders, ―Consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am the Lord 

your God.‖ Once again God says (in Leviticus 21:8), ―I the Lord am holy—I who make you 

holy.‖ 

In Joshua 24:19, He told the people, ―You are not able to serve the LORD. He is a holy God; 

he is a jealous God. He will not forgive your rebellion and your sins.‖ First Samuel 2:2 affirms 

that ―there is no one holy like the LORD; there is no one besides you [God]; there is no Rock like 

our God.‖ First Samuel 6:20 continues, ―Who can stand in the presence of the LORD, this holy 

God?‖ First Chronicles 16:29 commands, ―Ascribe to the LORD the glory due to his name. Bring 

an offering and come before him; worship the LORD in the splendor of his holiness.‖ Psalm 

78:41 asserts that ―again and again they put God to the test; they vexed the Holy One of Israel.‖ 

We are told in Psalm 99:5 to ―exalt the Lord our God and worship at his footstool; he is holy.‖ 

Psalm 99:9 affirms, ―Exalt the LORD our God and worship at his holy mountain, for the Lord our 

God is holy.‖ 

The prophet (Isaiah 5:16) said, ―The LORD Almighty will be exalted by his justice, and the 

holy God will show himself holy by his righteousness.‖ Again Isaiah 29:23 says, ―When they see 
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among them their children, the work of my hands, they will keep my name holy; they will 

acknowledge the holiness of the Holy One of Jacob, and will stand in awe of the God of Israel.‖ 

Numerous biblical passages speak of God as ―the Holy One‖ (Ps. 71:22; Ps. 78:41; Isa. 5:19; 

29:23; 43:3; cf. 48:17; 54:5; 55:5; 60:9; Jer. 51:5; Hosea 11:9, 12; Hab. 1:12; 3:3; Mark 1:24; 

Luke 1:35; 4:34; John 6:69). 

In the New Testament, the apostle wrote in 2 Corinthians 7:1, ―Since we have these 

promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, 

perfecting holiness out of reverence for God‖ (emphasis added). John informs us in Revelation 

4:8 that ―each of the four living creatures [around God‘s throne] had six wings and was covered 

with eyes all around, even under his wings. Day and night they never stop saying, ―Holy, holy, 

holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come‖ (emphasis added). 

In addition to direct references to God as holy, the Godhead has a Holy Spirit (Acts 2:33; 

4:31; 5:32; 7:55; 10:38; 15:8; 20:28; Rom. 14:17; 15:13, 16; 1 Cor. 6:19; 12:3; 2 Cor. 13:14; 

Eph. 4:30; 1 Thess. 4:8; Heb. 2:4; 2 Peter 1:21). God has a holy name (Lev. 22:2; 1 Chron. 

16:35; Ps. 106:47). God makes the ground holy where He stands (Ex. 3:5). He has holy ways (Ps. 

77:13). He takes an unchangeable oath by His holiness (Ps. 89:35). God has a holy arm (Ps. 

98:1; Isa. 52:10). God sits on a holy throne (Ps. 47:8). His throne is on a holy mountain (Ps. 

48:1; Ezek. 28:14). God has holy angels (Deut. 33:2; Job 15:15; Acts 10:22). God ordained a 

holy day (Sabbath) for Israel (Gen. 2:3; Ex. 20:11; Neh. 13:22). He also established holy fasts 

(Joel 1:14). God has holy prophets (Acts 3:21). God has a holy place (heaven) where He dwells 

(2 Chron. 30:27; Ps. 46:4; 68:5; Matt. 3:17). He had a most holy place in His tabernacle (1 

Chron. 6:49; 1 Kings 6:16; Ps. 79:1). In it God had holy things (furniture and utensils) (Ex. 

25:23ff.; Lev. 5:15; 1 Chron. 23:13). 

God chose a holy people (Israel) (Deut. 7:6; 14:2, 21; 26:19; 28:9; Col. 1:2; 1 Peter 2:9). He 

also picked special holy men (2 Kings 4:9). He elected a holy church (1 Cor. 1:2). He set aside a 

holy land (Zech. 2:12). God chose a holy city on earth (Jerusalem) (Neh. 11:1; Isa. 52:1). God‘s 

holy city sits on a holy mountain (Ps. 15:1; 48:1; Dan. 9:20). He also has a holy city in heaven 

(Rev. 21:2, 10). God ordained holy priests (in Leviticus). God even designated a holy dumpsite 

(Jer. 31:40), that is, a special place set apart to dispose of things. God demands a holy tithe of His 

people (Lev. 27:30). God had holy food (Lev. 21:22). He expects us to live a holy life (Rom. 

12:1; 1 Thess. 4:7). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S HOLINESS 

God‘s holiness follows from several other attributes. The metaphysical aspect of holiness 

follows from many of His metaphysical attributes, and the moral dimension follows from His 

absolute perfection. 

Holiness Follows From Transcendence 

God‘s transcendence over the world (see chapter 22) sets Him apart from everything in the 

world. What is so set apart is holy, since holiness means to be set apart from everything in the 

world. Therefore, the holiness of God follows from His transcendence. 

Holiness Follows From Infinity 
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God is an infinite Being (see chapter 5), and there can be only one infinite Being, for if there 

were two infinite Beings, then there would be more than an infinite, which is impossible. Thus, 

the infinite Being is a class of one, and what is in a class of one is unique and set apart from all 

other beings—which is what is meant by being holy. 

Holiness Follows From Absolute Perfection 

Sacred Scripture asserts that God is absolutely perfect (see chapter 14). There cannot be two 

beings who are absolutely perfect, for to be two they must differ; otherwise they would be the 

same. To differ, one would have to possess some perfection that the other lacked. But the one 

who lacked some perfection would not be absolutely perfect; therefore, there can be only one 

Being who is absolutely perfect—holy, in the metaphysical sense. 

Further, if perfection is thought of as moral perfection, then absolute perfection implies 

holiness as well. God is absolutely perfect, and what is absolutely perfect is set apart from all 

else. Therefore, God is holy: He is perfect in and of Himself; all else is perfect by participation in 

His perfection. 

An Important Implication of the Moral Attributes of God 

The moral dimension of God‘s holiness, unlike the metaphysical, can be emulated by 

creatures. This is the sense in which the Bible declares, we ―may participate in the divine nature‖ 

(2 Peter 1:4). Thus, God declares, ―I am the LORD who brought you up out of Egypt to be your 

God; therefore be holy, because I am holy‖ (Lev. 11:45). And, ―God did not call us to be impure, 

but to live a holy life‖ (1 Thess. 4:7). Thus, Paul urges, ―Since we have these promises, dear 

friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting 

holiness out of reverence for God‖ (2 Cor. 7:1). So we can be like God in His moral attributes, 

but we cannot emulate Him in His metaphysical attributes. This is why the Bible never says, ―I 

am infinite; be you infinite.‖ Or, ―I am a necessary Being; therefore, be you a necessary Being.‖ 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S HOLINESS 

Holiness was recognized as a moral attribute of God by the earliest theologians of the church. 

This begins with the early Fathers. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Holiness 

Ignatius 

God the Word, the only-begotten Son, was of the seed of David according to the flesh, by the 

Virgin Mary; was baptized by John, that all righteousness might be fulfilled by Him; that He 

lived a life of holiness without sin, and was truly under Pontius Pilate and Herod the tetrarch, 

nailed [to the cross] for us in His flesh. From whom we also derive our being, from His divinely-

blessed passion, that He might set up a standard for the ages, through His resurrection, to all His 

holy and faithful [followers], whether among Jews or Gentiles, in the one body of His Church. 

(TE, 20 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 1) 
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Justin Martyr 

Again, in another prophecy, the Spirit of prophecy, through the same David, intimated that 

Christ, after He had been crucified, should reign, and spoke as follows: ―Sing to the Lord, all the 

earth, and day by day declare His salvation. For great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised, to be 

feared above all the gods. For all the gods of the nations are idols of devils; but God made the 

heavens. Glory and praise are before His face, strength and glorying are in the habitation of His 

holiness. Give Glory to the Lord, the Father everlasting. Receive grace, and enter His presence, 

and worship in His holy courts. Let all the earth fear before His face; let it be established, and not 

shaken. Let them rejoice among the nations.‖ The Lord hath reigned from the tree. 

And then, what is said by David, ―In the splendors of Thy holiness have I begotten Thee 

from the womb, before the morning star. The Lord hath sworn, and will not repent, Thou art a 

priest for ever, after the order of Melchizedek‖ (FA, 1.41 in ibid., 1). 

Clement of Alexandria 

This is the eternal adjustment of the vision, which is able to see the eternal light, since like 

loves like; and that which is holy, loves that from which holiness proceeds, which has 

appropriately been termed light. 

Guide [us], Shepherd of rational sheep; guide unarmed children, O holy King, O footsteps of 

Christ, O heavenly way, perennial Word, immeasurable Age, Eternal Light, Fount of mercy, 

performer of virtue; noble [is the] life of those who honor God, O Christ Jesus, heavenly milk of 

the sweet breasts of the graces of the Bride, pressed out of Thy wisdom. (I, 1.6, 3.1 in ibid., 2) 

Tertullian 

Moreover, it would be a more unworthy course for God to spare the evil-doer than to punish 

him, especially in the most good and holy God, who is not otherwise fully good than as the 

enemy of evil, and that to such a degree as to display His love of good by the hatred of evil, and 

to fulfill His defense of the former by the extirpation of the latter. (FBAM, 2.1.27 in ibid., 3) 

Commodianus (fl. between A.D. third and fifth centuries) 

Avoid the worship of temples, the oracles of demons; turn yourselves to Christ, and ye shall 

be associates with God. Holy is God‘s law, which teaches the dead to live. God alone has 

commanded us to offer to Him the hymn of praise. All of you shun absolutely the law of the 

devil. (IC, 35 in ibid., 4.1.26) 

Origen 

Isaiah spake of two seraphim alone, who with two wings cover the countenance of God, and 

with two His feet, and with two do fly, calling to each other alternately, and saying, ―Holy, holy, 

holy is the Lord God of Sabbath; the whole earth is full of Thy glory.‖ That the seraphim alone 

have both their wings over the face of God, and over His feet, we venture to declare as meaning 

that neither the hosts of holy angels, nor the ―holy seats,‖ nor the ―dominions,‖ nor the 

―principalities,‖ nor the ―powers,‖ can fully understand the beginning of all things, and the limits 

of the universe. (DP, 4.1.26 in ibid.) 
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The Medieval Fathers on God‘s Holiness 

The major theological minds of the Middle Ages spoke with reverence of God‘s awesome 

holiness. 

Augustine 

Augustine spoke of ―my holy God, that Thou givest when what Thou commandest to be done 

is done‖ (C, 13.10.31.45 in Schaff, NPNF, 1.1). ―And in another psalm we read, ‗Great is the 

Lord, and greatly to be praised in the city of our God, in the mountain of His holiness,‘ 

increasing the joy of the whole earth‖ (CG, 11.1 in ibid., 1.2). Again, Augustine wrote about ―the 

image of God answering to the holiness of the Lord, the brighter portion of the flock of Christ‖ 

(OCD, 4.21.27 in ibid., 1.2). 

―When we praise God directly, we do it as we celebrate His Holiness, who is without sin: but 

when we accuse ourselves we give Him glory, by whom we have risen again‖ (SSLG, 17.4 in 

ibid., VI). 

Strengthen me, that I may be able. Give what Thou commandest, and command what Thou wilt. 

He confesses to have received, and when he glorieth, he glorieth in the Lord. Another have I heard 

entreating that he might receive, ―Take from me,‖ saith he, ―the greediness of the belly‖; by which it 

appeareth, O my holy God, that Thou givest when what Thou commandest to be done is done. (C, 

10.31.45 in ibid., 1.1) 

Anselm 

Holiness means to be set apart; this is true of God both morally and metaphysically. Anselm 

stressed the latter when he said, 

Of all the things that can be said of something, could any be appropriate to the substance of so 

wonderful a nature as this? This is the question to ask as carefully as possible at this point. I would be 

surprised if we could find anything from among the nouns and verbs which we apply to things created 

from nothing that could worthily be said of the substance that created all.… Hence, the mere fact that 

the supreme nature is greater than everything that it has created clearly does not specify its natural 

essence. (ACMW, 26) 

Hence, ―neither nothing, nor something, went before or will come after the supreme essence; 

and that nothing existed before or will exist after it—this will be totally true‖ (ibid., 33). 

Thomas Aquinas 

We are drawn to goodness as by an end. What our ends are ultimately decides whether our 

voluntary acts are right or wrong. Consider then how the love which loves the supreme good which is 

God, is so excellent that it is called holy—whether that means pure, as the Greeks say, for God‘s is 

sheer goodness quite unflecked, or firm, as the Latins say, for God‘s is immutable goodness. 

Fittingly, therefore, we speak of the Spirit which is God‘s love of himself as the Holy Spirit. 

(Aquinas, CT, 47 in Gilby, PTTA, 89) 

The Reformation Theologians on God‘s Holiness 

The great Reformers, with their focus on the doctrine of God‘s grace, could not help but 

place it in the context of His holiness. 
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Martin Luther 

We should not be holy in order to earn or prevent something. For people who do this are 

hirelings, servants, and day laborers. They are not willing children and heirs who are holy for the sake 

of holiness, that is, for the sake of God alone; for God Himself is Righteousness, Truth, Goodness, 

Wisdom, and Holiness. And he who seeks no more than holiness itself, seeks and finds God Himself. 

But he who seeks reward and flees punishment never finds God but makes reward his god. For that 

which moves a man to do something is his god. (WLS, 655–56) 

―God must administer justice, for He has Himself been called a righteous Judge‖ (WL, 4.33). 

John Calvin 

―With what better foundation can it begin than by reminding us that we must be holy, 

because ‗God is holy?‘ (Leviticus 19:2; 1 Peter 1:16.)‖ (ICR, 3.6.2). 

Assuredly, the attributes which it is most necessary for us to know are these three: Loving-

kindness, on which alone our entire safety depends; Judgment, which is daily exercised on the 

wicked, and awaits them in a severer form, even for eternal destruction; Righteousness, by which the 

faithful are preserved, and most benignly cherished. The prophet declares, that when you understand 

these, you are amply furnished with the means of glorying in God. Nor is there here any omission of 

his truth, or power, or holiness, or goodness. For how could this knowledge of his loving-kindness, 

judgment, and righteousness, exist, if it were not founded on his inviolable truth? (ibid., 1.10.2) 

Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) 

If they will not retain God in their knowledge (Rom. I), or nourish their hungry soul with a sweet 

hope in God, God the righteous Judge will undoubtedly fill their hearts with the foreboding fear and 

anguish of eternal torment, so that not having the desire to enter now upon eternal life in quiet 

expectation, they begin to experience already that eternal perdition which in the world to come they 

will fulfill eternally. (Bromley, ZB, 63) 

The Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Holiness 

Jonathan Edwards 

The reason why it is not dishonourable to be necessarily most holy is because holiness in itself is 

an excellent and honourable thing. For the same reason, it is no dishonour to be necessarily most wise, 

and, in every case, to act most wisely, or do the thing which is the wisest of all; for wisdom is also in 

itself excellent and honourable. (WJE, 1.71) 
Being thus infinite in understanding and power, he must also be perfectly holy; for unholiness 

always argues some defect, some blindness. Where there is no darkness or delusion, there can be no 

unholiness. It is impossible that wickedness should consist with infinite light, (ibid., 2.108) 

Thus, ―God is essentially holy, and nothing is more impossible than that God should do 

amiss‖ (ibid., Seven Sermons, 2). 

Stephen Gharnock 

Never did Divine holiness appear more beautiful and lovely, than at the time our Saviour‘s 

countenance was most marred in the midst of his dying groans. This himself acknowledges in that 
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prophetical psalm [22:1–2], when God had turned his smiling face from him, and thrust his sharp 

knife into his heart, which forced that terrible cry from him, ―My God, my God, why hast thou 

forsaken me?‖ He adores this perfection of his holiness.… In this his purity did sparkle, and his 

irreversible justice manifested that all those that commit sin are worthy of death; this was the perfect 

index of his ―righteousness‖ [Rom. 3:25], that is, of his holiness and truth; then it was that God that is 

holy was ―sanctified in righteousness‖ [Isa. 5:16] (EAG, 2.135). 

In fact, ―God always acts according to the immutable nature of his holiness, and can no more 

change in his affections to evil, than he can [change] in his essence‖ (ibid., 1.345). 

R. L. Dabney 

Most frequently it seems to express the general idea of His moral purity, as in Lev. 11; Ps. 65; 1 

Peter 1:15–16; sometimes it seems to express rather the idea of His majesty, not exclusive of His 

moral perfections, but inclusive also of His power, knowledge and wisdom, as in Ps. 22:3; Is. 6:3; 

Rev. 4:8. Holiness, therefore, is to be regarded, not as a distinct attribute, but as the resultant of all 

God‘s moral attributes together. And as His justice, goodness, and truth are all predicated of Him as a 

Being of intellect and will, and would be wholly irrelevant to anything unintelligent and involuntary, 

so His holiness implies a reference to the same attributes. His moral attributes are the special crown; 

His intelligence and will are the brow that wears it. His holiness is the collective and consummate 

glory of His nature as an infinite, morally pure, active, and intelligent Spirit. (LST, 172–73) 

William G. T. Shedd 

The Holiness of God is the perfect rectitude of his will. The divine will is in absolute harmony 

with the divine nature. Isa. 6:3, ―Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts.‖ Isa. 57:15; Ex. 15:11; Ps. 

89:35; 145:17; Amos 4:2 ; Rev. 4:8; 15:4. God‘s word is holy, Rom. 1:2. His promise is holy, Ps. 

105:42. His Sabbath is holy, Isa. 58:13. His people are holy, Isa. 62:12. His residence is holy, Isa. 

57:15. His angels are holy, Rev. 14:10. 
Holiness in God cannot be defined in the same terms in which holiness in man or angel is 

defined, namely, as conformity to the moral law. The moral law supposes a superior being whose love 

and service are obligatory upon the inferior.… Holiness in God must, consequently, be defined as 

conformity to his own perfect nature. (DT, 362) 

OBJECTION TO GOD‘S HOLINESS 

Criticisms of the doctrine of God‘s holiness have come from many quarters. It is much more 

popular to speak of a loving God than a holy God. Further, it is difficult for many to understand 

how an absolutely simple Being can be more than one thing. What is more, some attributes, like 

holiness and love, seem to be incompatible. 

Objection One—Based on God‘s Love 

It is objected that God cannot be both loving and holy at the same time, for one attribute 

would lead God to save all, but the other to condemn all. These appear to be contradictory 

desires, and God cannot contradict Himself. Hence, it seems impossible for God to be holy if He 

is a God of love. But the Bible declares, ―God is love‖ (1 John 4:16). 

Response to Objection One 
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It is true that God cannot be or do contradictory things. However, there is no contradiction 

here for two reasons. 

First, God‘s love can be expressed even toward those who reject it. For example, the 

waterfall that would fill two cups underneath it is flowing on both. But only the one that is right 

side up is going to be filled with water. 

Second, the wrath of God falling on the condemned in hell and the love of God showering the 

saints in heaven are not being received by one and the same group. Hence, there is no 

contradiction, since the same persons are not receiving opposite expressions of God. God has 

different attributes, and each is expressed on different objects, depending on their condition. 

Objection Two—Based on God‘s Simplicity 

God is absolutely one, with no multiplicity or divisibility in His Being whatsoever. What is 

absolutely one cannot be many different things; thus, if God is love, then it would seem to follow 

that He cannot also be holy (or have any other attribute). 

Response to Objection Two 

God can be absolutely one and still have many attributes in the same way that the radii of a 

circle are one at the center and many at the circumference. Further, as we have seen, one and the 

same rock has many attributes at the same time: It is hard, round, and solid. Thus, one and the 

same God can have many attributes. The insistence that God cannot be one in essence and many 

in attributes is due to a failure to understand analogy (see Volume 1, chapter 9). Each attribute of 

God is being affirmed of Him in an analogous way, not in a univocal way; a contradiction 

emerges only if different attributes are affirmed of God in exactly the same way, for then God 

would be different things in the same way, which is impossible. 

GOD‘S RIGHTEOUSNESS (JUSTICE) 

God‘s righteousness (or justice) is a moral attribute; as such, it is intrinsic to God (and 

extrinsic to creatures). Being an infinite and unchanging Being, God is infinitely and immutably 

righteous. 

THE DEFINITION OF GOD‘S RIGHTEOUSNESS 

Literally, the word righteous (Gk: dikaios) means ―to be just‖ or ―right.‖ Theologically, it 

refers to the intrinsic characteristic of God wherein He is absolutely just or right and is the 

ultimate standard of justice and rightness. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S RIGHTEOUSNESS 

The biblical basis for God‘s righteousness is found in the many ways the word is used 

regarding God. 

(1) Righteousness involves His true ordinances (Ps. 19:9): ―The fear of the LORD is pure, 

enduring forever. The ordinances of the LORD are sure and altogether righteous.‖ 
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(2) Righteousness is the foundation of His throne (Ps. 89:14): ―Righteousness and justice are 

the foundation of your throne; love and faithfulness go before you.‖ 

(3) Righteousness is the scepter of his kingdom (Heb. 1:8): ―Your throne, O God, will last 

for ever and ever, and righteousness will be the scepter of your kingdom.‖ 

(4) Righteousness does no injustice (Zeph. 3:5): ―The Lord within her is righteous; he does 

no wrong. Morning by morning he dispenses his justice, and every new day he does not 

fail.‖ 

(5) Righteousness will endure forever (2 Cor. 9:9): ―As it is written: ‗He has scattered abroad 

his gifts to the poor; his righteousness endures for ever.‘ ‖ 

(6) Righteousness is the ultimate standard of judgment for the world (Acts 17:31): ―For he 

has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed.‖ 

(7) Righteousness renders to all according to their deeds (Rom. 2:6): ―God will give to each 

person according to what he has done.‖ 

(8) Righteousness is the basis for the believer‘s rewards (2 Tim. 4:8): ―Now there is in store 

for me the crown of righteousness, which the LORD, the righteous Judge, will award to 

me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing.‖ 

(9) Righteousness is revealed in the law of God (Rom. 10:5): ―Moses describes in this way 

the righteousness that is by the law.‖ 

Being a moral attribute, righteousness can also be possessed by creatures: It is a 

communicable characteristic of God. Hence, it is something 

(1) we should be instructed in (2 Tim. 3:16–17); 

(2) we should seek (Matt. 6:33); 

(3) we should pursue (2 Tim. 2:22); 

(4) we should thirst after (Matt. 5:6); 

(5) we should suffer for (1 Peter 3:14; 2 Tim. 3:12); 

(6) we should submit to (Rom. 10:3); 

(7) we should be slaves of (Rom. 6:18); 

(8) we should practice (1 John 3:7). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S RIGHTEOUNESS 

Theologically, God‘s righteousness is grounded in His morality and immutability: God is 

metaphysically absolute and morally perfect. The reasoning goes like this: 

(1) God is an immutable (unchanging) Being. 

(2) God is also a moral Being. 

(3) Hence, God must be unchangingly moral. 

(4) But being righteous is a characteristic of a moral Being. 

(5) Therefore, God must be unchangingly righteous; that is, He must be absolutely right in 

everything He is and does. 

The same logic can be applied this way: 

(1) God is a moral Being. 

(2) God is a perfect Being. 
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(3) Hence, God is a morally perfect Being. One characteristic of being moral is being 

righteous; therefore, God is a perfectly righteous Being. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S RIGHTEOUSNESS 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Righteousness 

From earliest times the church Fathers spoke of God‘s righteousness. This practice continues 

to the present. 

Ignatius 

Again, 

God the Word, the only-begotten Son, was of the seed of David according to the flesh, by the 

Virgin Mary; was baptized by John, that all righteousness might be fulfilled by Him; that He lived a 

life of holiness without sin, and was truly, under Pontius Pilate and Herod the tetrarch, nailed [to the 

cross] for us in His flesh. From whom we also derive our being, from His divinely blessed passion, 

that He might set up a standard for the ages, through His resurrection, to all His holy and faithful 

[followers], whether among Jews or Gentiles, in the one body of His Church. (ES, 1 in Roberts and 

Donaldson, ANF, 1) 

Irenaeus 

Wherefore also he shall be justly condemned, because, having been created a rational being, he 

lost the true rationality, and living irrationally, opposed the righteousness of God, giving himself over 

to every earthly spirit, and serving all lusts; as says the prophet, ―Man, being in honor, did not 

understand: he was assimilated to senseless beasts, and made like to them‖ (AH, 4.4 in ibid., 1). 

Inasmuch, then, as in both Testaments there is the same righteousness of God [displayed] when 

God takes vengeance, in the one case indeed typically, temporarily, and more moderately; but in the 

other, really, enduringly, and more rigidly: for the fire is eternal, and the wrath of God which shall be 

revealed from heaven from the face of our Lord, (ibid., 4.28.1) 

Justin Martyr 

But if we do not admit this, we shall be liable to fall into foolish opinions, as if it were not the 

same God who existed in the times of Enoch and all the rest, who neither were circumcised after the 

flesh, nor observed Sabbaths, nor any other rites, seeing that Moses enjoined such observances; or 

that God has not wished each race of mankind continually to perform the same righteous actions: to 

admit which, seems to be ridiculous and absurd. Therefore we must confess that He, who is ever the 

same, has commanded these and such like institutions on account of sinful men, and we must declare 

Him to be benevolent, foreknowing, needing nothing, righteous and good. (DJ, 23 in ibid., 

Theophilus 

Wisdom, I speak of His offspring; if I call Him Strength, I speak of His sway; if I call Him 

Power, I am mentioning His activity; if Providence, I but mention His goodness; if I call Him 

Kingdom, I but mention His glory; if I call Him Lord, I mention His being judge; if I call Him Judge, 

I speak of Him as being just; if I call Him Father, I speak of all things as being from Him; if I call 
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Him Fire, I but mention His anger. You will say, then, to me, ―Is God angry?‖ Yes; He is angry with 

those who act wickedly, but He is good, and kind, and merciful, to those who love and fear Him; for 

He is a chastener of the godly, and father of the righteous; but he is a judge and punisher of the 

impious. (TA, 1:3 in ibid., 2) 

Shepherd of Hermas (c. early second century) 

Give ear unto me, O Sons: I have brought you up in much simplicity, and guilelessness, and 

chastity, on account of the mercy of the Lord, who has dropped His righteousness down upon you, 

that ye may be made righteous and holy from all your iniquity and depravity; but you do not wish to 

rest from your iniquity. Now, therefore, listen to me, and be at peace one with another, and visit each 

other, and bear each other‘s burdens, and do not partake of God‘s creatures alone, but give abundantly 

of them to the needy. (PH, 3:9 in ibid.) 

Clement of Alexandria 

Truly, he who worships gods that are visible, and the promiscuous rabble of creatures begotten 

and born, and attaches himself to them, is a far more wretched object than the very demons. For God 

is by no manner or means unrighteous, as the demons are, but in the very highest degree righteous; 

and nothing more resembles God than one of us when he becomes righteous in the highest possible 

degree. (EH, 10 in ibid.) 

Terlullian 

It was once the law; now it is ―the righteousness of God which is by the faith of [Jesus] Christ.‖ 

What means this distinction? Has your god been subserving the interests of the Creator‘s 

dispensation, by affording time to Him and to His law? Is the ―Now‖ in the hands of Him to whom 

belonged the ―Then‖? Surely, then, the law was His, whose is now the righteousness of God. (FBAM, 

2.5.11.13 in ibid., 3) 

The Medieval Fathers on God‘s Righteousness 

Following the patristic Fathers, medieval theologians had high regard for God‘s 

righteousness. They spoke of it often, stressing its importance among God‘s moral attributes. 

Augustine 

Thee do I long for, O righteousness and innocency, fair and comely to all virtuous eyes, and 

of a satisfaction that never palls! With thee is perfect rest, and life unchanging. He who enters 

into thee enters into the joy of his Lord, and shall have no fear, and shall do excellently in the 

most Excellent. I sank away from Thee, O my God, and I wandered too far from Thee, my stay, 

in my youth, and became to myself an unfruitful land. (C, 2.10.18 in Schaff, NPNF, 1.1) 

Lord, have mercy on me and hear my desire. For I think that it is not of the earth, nor of gold 

and silver, and precious stones, nor gorgeous apparel, nor honors and powers, nor the pleasures 

of the flesh, nor necessaries for the body and this life of our pilgrimage, all of which are added to 

those that seek Thy kingdom and Thy righteousness, (ibid., 11.3.4) 

And who is this but Thee, our God, the sweetness and well spring of righteousness, who 

renderest ―to every man according to his deeds,‖ and a contrite heart! (ibid., 4.3.4). 
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The more we ardently love God, the more certainly and the more calmly do we see Him, and 

we behold in God the unchangeable form of righteousness according to which we judge that man 

ought to live (OTT, 8.9.13 in op. cit, 1.3). 

Anselm 

How do You spare the wicked if You are all just and supremely just? For how does the all just 

and supremely just One do something that is unjust? Or what kind of justice is it to give everlasting 

life to him who merits eternal death? How then, O good God, good to the good and to the wicked, 

how do You save the wicked if this is not just and You do not do anything which is not just? Or, since 

Your goodness is beyond comprehension, is this hidden in the inaccessible light in which You dwell? 

Truly in the deepest and most secret place of Your goodness is hidden the source whence the stream 

of Your mercy flows. For though You are all just and supremely just You are, however—precisely 

because You are all just and supremely just—also beneficent even to the wicked. You would, in fact, 

be less good if You were not beneficent to any wicked man. For he who is good to both good and 

wicked is better than he who is good only to the good. And he who is good to the wicked by both 

punishing and sparing them is better than he who is good to the wicked only by punishing them. You 

are merciful, then, because You are all-good and supremely good. (ACMW, 191) 

Thomas Aquinas 

It is impossible for God to will anything but what His wisdom approves. This is, as it were, 

His law of justice, in accordance with which His will is right and just. Hence, what He does 

according to His will He does justly: as we do justly what we do according to law. But whereas 

law comes to us from some higher power God is a law unto Himself. (ST, la.21.1) 

God is sheer goodness, whereas other things are credited with the sort of goodness 

appropriate to their natures. Justice, for example, is defined with reference to one type of 

activity. God‘s being is identical with his acting; therefore for him to be good and to be just is 

one and the same. We do not touch this simplicity, our substance and our activity are distinct, 

and the goodness attributed to us because we exist is not identical with the goodness attributed to 

us because our dealings are fair. 

Goodness is a general term, under which justice, and the other virtues, are special headings. 

God‘s is goodness at full strength, whereas not every type of goodness is discovered in other 

things, for the type varies from one to another. Though all are good in some way, not all possess 

the type of goodness called justice. Some are just, others have their different but appropriate kind 

of goodness. Yet all are good because they flow from the fount of goodness. God be praised 

through all things. (Exposition de Hebdomadibus, 5 in Gilby, TTA, 38–39) 

The Reformation Theologians on God‘s Righteousness 

The doctrine of God‘s justice came into bright focus during the Reformation, with its 

emphasis on justification by faith. As Paul put it in Romans 3, the question became how God 

could be just and still justify the unjust. 

Martin Luther 

―God standeth in His congregation and judgeth the gods; that is, He rebukes them. For He 

keeps the upper hand over them and the right to judge them‖ (WL, 4.295). 
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And, 

if the Lord our God appoints anything for us, whether it is good or evil, brings weal or woe, is 

shame or honor, prosperity or adversity, I am to consider it not only good but actually sacred, and 

I am to say: This is a pure and precious blessing. I am not worthy to have it touch me. So says the 

prophet (Ps. 145:17): ―The Lord is righteous in all His ways and holy in all His works.‖ If I give 

God praise for such matters and consider them good, holy, and excellent, I sanctify Him in my 

heart. 
But those who consult books of law, complain that an injustice is being done them, and say God 

is asleep and will not help the just and restrain injustice—they dishonor Him and consider Him 

neither just nor holy. But whoever is a Christian should attribute justice to God and injustice to 

himself, should consider God holy and himself unholy, and should say that in all His deeds and works 

He is holy and just. This is what He requires.… If we sing Deo gratias and Te Deum laudamus and 

say, God be praised and blessed, when misfortune overtakes us, that is what Peter and Isaiah (8:12f.) 

call a true hallowing of the Lord. (WLS, 555–56) 

John Calvin 

The Scripture system of which we speak aims chiefly at two objects. The former is, that the 

love of righteousness, to which we are by no means naturally inclined, may be instilled and 

implanted into our minds. The latter is (see chapter 2) to prescribe a rule which will prevent us 

while in the pursuit of righteousness from going astray. It has numerous admirable methods of 

recommending righteousness. Many have been already pointed out in different parts of this 

work; but we shall here also briefly advert to some of them. With what better foundation can it 

begin than by reminding us that we must be holy, because ―God is holy‖? [Leviticus 19:1; 1 

Peter 1:16] (ICR, 3.6.2). 

Read this again: 

Assuredly, the attributes which it is most necessary for us to know are these three: Loving 

kindness, on which alone our entire safety depends: Judgment, which is daily exercised on the 

wicked, and awaits them in a severer form, even for eternal destruction: Righteousness, by which the 

faithful are preserved, and most benignly cherished. The prophet declares, that when you understand 

these, you are amply furnished with the means of glorying in God. Nor is there here any omission of 

his truth, or power, or holiness, or goodness. For how could this knowledge of his loving kindness, 

judgment, and righteousness, exist, if it were not founded on his inviolable truth? (ibid., 1:10:2) 
But though in every passage where the favour or anger of God is mentioned, the former 

comprehends eternity of life and the latter eternal destruction, the Law, at the same time, enumerates 

a long catalogue of present blessings and curses (Lev. 26:4; Deut. 28:1). The threatenings attest the 

spotless purity of God, which cannot bear iniquity, while the promises attest at once his infinite love 

of righteousness (which he cannot leave unrewarded), and his wondrous kindness. Being bound to do 

him homage with all that we have, he is perfectly entitled to demand everything which he requires of 

us as a debt; and as a debt, the payment is unworthy of reward. He therefore foregoes his right, when 

he holds forth reward for services which are not offered spontaneously, as if they were not due. (ibid., 

1:8:4) 

Jacob Arminius 

The Justice of God, considered universally, is a virtue of God according to which He 

administers all things correctly and in a suitable manner, according to that which his Wisdom 

dictates as befitting Himself. In conjunction with Wisdom, it presides over all his acts, decrees 
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and deeds: And according to it, God is said to be ―just and right,‖ his way ―equal,‖ and himself to 

be ―just in all his ways.‖ 

The particular Justice of God is that by which He consistently renders to every one his own: 

to God himself that which is His, and to the creature that which belongs to itself. We consider it 

both in the words of God and in his deeds. In this, the method of the decrees is not different; 

because whatever God does or says, he does or says it according to his own eternal decree. This 

Justice likewise contains a moderator partly of his love for the good of obedience, and partly of 

his love for the creature, and of his goodness. (WJA, 11:48) 

The Post Reformation Teachers on God‘s Righteousness 

Jonathan Edwards 

[About the resurrection], God willing the event was the most holy volition of God that ever 

was made known to men; and God‘s act in ordering it was a divine act, which, above all others, 

manifests the moral excellency of the Divine Being. (WJE, 1.78) 

Stephen Charnock 

As we have seen, 

Never did Divine holiness appear more beautiful and lovely than at the time our Saviour‘s 

countenance was most marred in the midst of his dying groans. This himself acknowledges in that 

prophetical psalm [xxii. 1–2], when God had turned his smiling face from him, and thrust his sharp 

knife into his heart, which forced that terrible cry from him, ―My God, my God, why hast thou 

forsaken me?‖ He adores this perfection of his holiness.… In this his purity did sparkle, and his 

irreversible justice manifested that all those that commit sin are worthy of death; this was the perfect 

index of his ―righteousness‖ [Rom. 3:25], that is, of his holiness and truth; then it was that God that is 

holy, was ―sanctified in righteousness‖ [Isa. 5:16]. (EAG, 2.135) 

John Miley 

In every form and in the deepest sense God is righteous. Abraham apprehended this truth in 

his profound question, ―Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?‖ There was a special case in 

question; but there is no sense of a local or temporary limitation in the meaning of the words. 

There is a universal and eternal righteousness of the divine agency. ―He is the Rock, his work is 

perfect; for all his ways are judgment: a God of truth and without iniquity, just and right is he.‖ 

―Thy righteousness is an everlasting righteousness, and thy law is the truth.‖ These texts 

express the same deep sense of an ever-present holiness in the divine moral government. ―The 

law of the Lord is perfect‖—perfect as the expression of this divine holiness; perfect therefore as 

the standard of right; perfect in its requirements; perfect in its sanctions. All this is summed into 

one sentence by St. Paul: ―The law is holy and the commandment holy, and just, and good‖ 

[Rom. 7:12] (ST, 200). 

William G. T. Shedd 

It is here and thus that we can explain the blessedness of God in connection with his 

omniscience and omnipresence. We know that sin and the punishment of sin are ever before him. 
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The feeling of wrath against the wickedness of man and devils, is constantly in the Divine 

essence. Yet God is supremely and constantly blessed. He can be so, only because there is a just 

and proper harmony between the wrath and the object upon which it falls; only because he hates 

that which is hateful, and condemns what is damnable. Hence he is called ―God over all [hell as 

well as heaven] blessed forever.‖ The Divine blessedness is not destroyed by the sin of his 

creatures, or by his own holy displeasure against it. And here, also, is seen the compatibility of 

some everlasting sin and misery with the Divine perfection. If the feeling of wrath against moral 

evil is right and rational, there is no impropriety in its exercise by the Supreme being, and its 

exercise by him is the substance of hell. If the feeling is proper for a single instant, it is so 

forever. (DT, 177–78) 

J. I. Packer 

[Anger] is, instead, a right and necessary reaction to objective moral evil. God is only angry 

where anger is called for. Even among humans, there is such a thing as righteous indignation, 

though it is, perhaps, rarely found. But all God‘s indignation is righteous. Would a God who took 

as much pleasure in evil as he did in good be a good God? Would a God who did not react 

adversely to evil in his world be morally perfect? Surely not. But it is precisely this adverse 

reaction to evil, which is a necessary part of moral perfection, that the Bible has in view when it 

speaks of God‘s wrath. (KG, 151) 

God is the judge of all the earth, and he will do right, vindicating the innocent, if such there 

be, but punishing … lawbreakers. God is not true to himself unless he punishes sin. And unless 

one knows and feels the truth of this fact, that wrongdoers have no natural hope of anything from 

God but retributive judgment, one can never share the biblical faith in divine grace, (ibid., 130–

31) 

God has resolved to be every person‘s Judge, rewarding every person according to his works. 

Retribution is the inescapable moral law of creation; God will see that each person sooner or 

later receives what he deserves—if not here, then hereafter. This is one of the basic facts of life. 

And, being made in God‘s image, we all know in our hearts that this is right. This is how it ought 

to be. (ibid., 143) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S RIGHTEOUSNESS 

The primary objection to God‘s righteousness is the doctrine of His grace. How can God 

justly save the unjust? The objection is penetrating, but the answer is profound. 

Objection One—Based on Transferred Righteousness 

According to Scripture, God punished the Righteous (Christ) for the unrighteous (sinners) 

and transferred His righteousness to our account (see Volume 3, chapter 9). This seems like an 

unrighteous (unjust) process: Why should the innocent be punished for the guilty, and why 

should the guilty receive the alien righteousness of Another? 

Response to Objection One 
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This problem is answered in many passages of Scripture, the most succinct of which is 

Romans 3:21–26: 

But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and 

the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who 

believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified 

freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a 

sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in 

his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—he did it to demonstrate his 

justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 

In essence, the answer is this: God punished the Righteous (Christ) for the unrighteous, so 

that His righteousness (justice) could be satisfied (propitiated) and His mercy released to all who 

believe. So He can be both just and the Justifier of the unjust because His justice was satisfied, 

and so His grace can be freely exercised on all who receive His gift of salvation by faith (see 

Volume 3, chapter 9). 

Humans Are Utterly Unrighteous 

Measured by God‘s perfect righteousness, fallen human beings are wholly unrighteous. Our 

unrighteousness is universal (Rom. 3:10): As it is written, ―There is no one righteous, not even 

one‖; our righteousness is inadequate (Matt. 5:20): ―For I tell you that unless your righteousness 

surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the 

kingdom of heaven‖; our unrighteousness is pervasive (Rom. 3:11–18); our righteousness is 

hopeless (Jer. 13:23): ―Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard its spots? Neither can 

you do good who are accustomed to doing evil‖; our righteousness is worthless (Isa. 64:6): ―All 

of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags; we all 

shrivel up like a leaf, and like the wind our sins sweep us away‖; our righteousness is helpless 

(cf. Titus 3:5–7). 

Christ‘s Righteousness Is Perfect 

In contrast to our utter unrighteousness, Christ‘s righteousness is completely perfect. He 

lived a perfect life (2 Cor. 5:21; Heb 4:15; 1 Peter 3:18; 1 John 3:3), and He fulfilled the 

demands of the law. Jesus said at His baptism: ―Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to 

fulfill all righteousness‖ (Matt. 3:15). Later He said He came to fulfill, not destroy, the righteous 

demands of the law: ―Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have 

not come to abolish them but to fulfill them‖ (Matt. 5:17). 

Christ‘s Righteousness Is Imputed to Believers 

In addition to living a perfect life and fulfilling the righteous demands of the law, Christ‘s 

righteousness is transferred to believers: 

For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by 

sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in 

sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not 

live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit. (Rom. 8:3–4) 
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Paul added, ―Since they did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to 

establish their own, they did not submit to God‘s righteousness. Christ is the end of the law so 

that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes‖ (Rom. 10:3–4). 

Christ Satisfied God‘s Righteous Demands on Our Behalf 

Christ‘s absolute righteousness alone satisfies (propitiates) the demands of an absolutely 

righteous God. The Greek term ―propitiate‖ (hilasteerion) is used only three times in the New 

Testament. John informs us that ―He [Christ] is the atoning sacrifice [propitiation] for our sins, 

and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world‖ (1 John 2:2). He adds, ―This is 

love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice 

[propitiation] for our sins‖ (1 John 4:10). Thus, ―God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement 

[propitiation], through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his 

forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished‖ (Rom. 3:25). 

Christ‘s Righteousness Is Imputed Only to Believers 

It is noteworthy from the proceeding passage that the imputation of God‘s righteousness to 

unrighteous human beings is not automatic; it is only ―for everyone who believes.‖ As Paul said 

earlier, we 

are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented 

him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, 

because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—he did it to 

demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who 

have faith in Jesus. Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On what principle? On that of 

observing the law? No, but on that of faith. (Rom. 3:24–27) 

Jesus became a perfect substitute for our unrighteousness, for ―God made him who had no 

sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God‖ (2 Cor. 5:21). As 

Peter put it, ―Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to 

God‖ (1 Peter 3:18). So ―by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from 

yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast‖ (Eph. 2:8–9). 

God imputed our unrighteousness to Christ that the gift of His righteousness might be 

imputed to us by faith. 

For if, by the trespass of the one man [Adam], death reigned through that one man, how much 

more will those who receive God‘s abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign 

in life through the one man, Jesus Christ. Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was 

condemnation for all men, so also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings 

life for all men. (Rom. 5:17–18) 

So 

to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited 

[imputed] as righteousness. David says the same thing when he speaks of the blessedness of the 

man to whom God credits [imputes] righteousness apart from works. (Rom. 4:5–6) 

Speaking of Abraham being justified by faith, Paul declared, ―This is why ‗it was credited to 

him as righteousness‘ ‖ (Rom. 4:22). So ―The words ‗it was credited to him‘ were written not for 

him alone, but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness—for us who believe in him 
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who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead‖ (Rom. 4:23). Thus, believers are ―found in him 

[Christ], not having a righteousness of [our] own that comes from the law, but that which is 

through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith‖ (Phil. 3:9). 

How is this fair? It was voluntarily given and it must be voluntarily received. It is fair 

because God‘s justice was satisfied so His mercy could be released. 

Objection Two—Based on the Concept of Justice 

As we have seen, justice is traditionally defined as ―to each his due, or getting what one 

deserves.‖ If so, then the sinner deserves death (Rom. 6:23) and hell (Rev. 20:11–15). Those who 

believe are excused from this consequence; hence, it would seem that justice has not been 

satisfied. 

Response to Objection Two 

As pointed out in the previous response, justice has been satisfied—not by the sinner himself, 

but by his substitute, Christ. Therefore, while the just punishment due the sinner was not 

executed on him, it was taken up—fully—by the sinless Savior. This is what makes grace shine 

so brightly. 

As Aquinas (1225–1274) put it, 

God acts mercifully, not indeed by going against His justice, but by doing something more than 

justice; thus a man who pays another two hundred pieces of money, though owing him only one 

hundred, does nothing against justice, but acts liberally or mercifully. The case is the same with one 

who pardons an offense committed against him, for in remitting it he may be said to bestow a gift. 

Hence the Apostle calls remission a forgiving: ―Forgive one another, as Christ has forgiven you‖ 

[Eph. 4:32]. Hence it is clear that mercy does not destroy justice, but in a sense is the fullness thereof. 

And thus it is said: ―Mercy exalteth itself above judgment‖ [James 2:13] (ST, 1.21.3). 

In addition, while it is unjust to charge another person for my crime, it is not unjust for them 

to voluntarily pay the fine. Christ was not charged by God with our crime—He paid it for us, but 

it was our crime and God charged us with it. Hence, rather than being immoral, a voluntary 

substitutionary atonement is the apex of morality. As Paul said, 

Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly 

dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died 

for us. (Rom. 5:7–8) 

In short, God‘s justice demands that all sin be punished, but not necessarily that all sinners be 

punished for their sin. 

Further, since Christ was God (see chapter 12), in His case the one who demanded the 

penalty (God) was the One who paid it—the Judge atoned for the defendant. Like an earthly 

judge who takes off his robe, reaches into his wallet, and pays the fine for his child, the 

defendant, even so God did this for us—Christ‘s death replaced our death sentence. Thus, by 

example, the complaint that it is unjust to pay the penalty for another‘s sin vanishes (see Volume 

3, chapter 10, for further discussion). 

CONCLUSION 
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God‘s holiness designates His total and utter separation from all creation and evil. Holiness is 

both a metaphysical and a moral attribute: It refers to His absolute moral uniqueness as well as 

His total separateness from all creatures. As established above, in one sense holiness is an overall 

attribute of God that distinguishes Him from everything else that exists. 

God‘s righteousness refers to His absolute justice or rightness. Righteousness is the intrinsic 

characteristic of God wherein He is the ultimate standard of just and right actions and because of 

which He must punish all unjust and evil acts. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

GOD‘S JEALOUSY AND PERFECTION 

Two more of God‘s moral attributes are jealousy and perfection. Admittedly, jealousy is a 

surprising attribute, yet it is one of only a few that the Bible declares is God‘s ―name,‖ a 

distinctive title of one of God‘s essential characteristics. In fact, this raises the unique problem 

(discussed below) as to why what is a sin for creatures is a moral attribute of God. 

THE DEFINITION OF GOD‘S JEALOUSY 

The root meanings of the basic Old Testament word for ―jealous‖ (kannaw) are ―to be 

desirous of,‖ ―to be zealous about,‖ ―to be excited to anger over,‖ and ―to execute judgment 

because of.‖ 

The Bible speaks of man‘s jealousy (―zealous envy,‖ ―angry fury‖) in many places. It talks of 

being jealous of one‘s brother (Gen. 37:11); of having jealousy over a wife (Num. 5:14); of 

jealousy leading to rage (Prov. 6:34); of jealousy being as cruel as death (Song 8:6 NKJV); of 

jealousy and selfish ambition (James 3:16); and of Paul‘s jealous zeal for the church (2 Cor. 

11:2—see below, under ―An Objection to God‘s Jealousy‖). 

As will be shown (in the texts cited below), jealousy is used of God in terms of His holy zeal 

and His angry wrath. God has holy zeal to protect His supremacy, and God has angry wrath on 

idolatry and other sins. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S JEALOUSY 

God‘s jealousy can be understood by looking at its nature, its subject, and its object. 

The Nature of God‘s Jealousy 
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God‘s jealousy carries the connotation of anger, fury, and wrath. Anger (Deut. 29:20): ―The 

LORD will never be willing to forgive him; his wrath and zeal will burn against that man. All the 

curses written in this book will fall upon him, and the Lord will blot out his name from under 

heaven.‖ Fury (Zech. 8:2): ―This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‗I am very jealous for Zion; I 

am burning with jealousy for her.‘ ‖ Wrath (Isa. 42:13): ―The LORD will march out like a mighty 

man, like a warrior he will stir up his zeal; with a shout he will raise the battle cry and will 

triumph over his enemies.‖ 

The Subject of God‘s Jealousy 

God‘s jealousy is vented on images, idols, other gods, and other sins. Images (Ps. 78:58): 

―They angered him with their high places; they aroused his jealousy with their idols.‖ Idols (1 

Cor. 10:19–22): ―Do I mean then that a sacrifice offered to an idol is anything, or that an idol is 

anything? No, but the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons, not to God.… Are we trying to 

arouse the Lord‘s jealousy?‖ Other gods (Deut. 32:16): ―They made him jealous with their 

foreign gods and angered him with their detestable idols.‖ Other sins (1 Kings 14:22): ―Judah did 

evil in the eyes of the Lord. By the sins they committed they stirred up his jealous anger more 

than their fathers had done.‖ 

The Object of God‘s Jealousy 

The object of God‘s jealousy is first and foremost His own nature, then His name, His people 

(Israel), His land (the Holy Land), and His city (Jerusalem). His own nature (Ex. 34:14): ―Do not 

worship any other god, for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God.‖ His name (Ezek. 

39:25): ―Therefore this is what the Sovereign LORD says: I will now bring Jacob back from 

captivity and will have compassion on all the people of Israel, and I will be zealous for my holy 

name.‖ His people (Zech. 8:2): ―This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‗I am very jealous for 

Zion; I am burning with jealousy for her.‘ ‖ His land (Joel 2:18): ―Then the LORD will be jealous 

for his land and take pity on his people.‖ His city (Zech. 1:14): ―Proclaim this word: This is what 

the LORD Almighty says: ‗I am very jealous for Jerusalem and Zion.‘ ‖ 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S JEALOUSY 

A combination of other attributes forms the basis for God‘s jealousy. Foremost among these 

is God‘s holiness; God is particularly jealous about preserving His own uniqueness. Of course, 

all of God‘s attributes are unique and comprise the one infinite, absolutely perfect, and supreme 

God. The theological argument for God‘s jealousy can be formulated as follows: 

(1) God is unique and supreme (see His metaphysical attributes—chapters 2–12). 

(2) God is holy, loving, and morally perfect (see His moral attributes—chapters 13–17). 

(3) Hence, God is uniquely and supremely holy, loving, and morally perfect. 

(4) Whatever is supremely holy, loving, and perfect is to be preserved with the utmost zeal. 

(5) God‘s jealousy is His zeal to preserve His own holy supremacy. 

(6) Therefore, He is eminently justified in His jealousy. Indeed, it is essential to His very 

nature: His name is Jealous (Ex. 34:14). 
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THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S JEALOUSY 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Jealousy 

Although not one of the more noted attributes of God, His jealousy did not go unnoticed by 

the early church Fathers. There are considerable references to God‘s jealousy. 

Justin Martyr 

They sacrificed to demons whom they knew not; new gods that came newly up, whom their 

fathers knew not. Thou hast forsaken God that begat thee, and forgotten God that brought thee up. 

And the Lord saw, and was jealous, and was provoked to anger by reason of the rage of His sons and 

daughters.… They have moved Me to jealousy with that which is not God, they have provoked Me to 

anger with their idols; and I will move them to jealousy with that which is not a nation, I will provoke 

them to anger with a foolish people. For a fire is kindled from Mine anger, and it shall burn to Hades. 

(DJ, 119 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 1) 

Irenaeus 

It is therefore one and the same God the Father who has prepared good things with Himself for 

those who desire His fellowship, and who remain in subjection to Him; and who has the eternal fire 

for the ringleader of the apostasy, the devil, and those who revolted with him, into which [fire] the 

Lord has declared those men shall be sent who have been set apart by themselves on His left hand. 

And this is what has been spoken by the prophet, ―I am a jealous God, making peace, and creating 

evil things‖; thus making peace and friendship with those who repent and turn to Him, and bringing 

[them to] unity, but preparing for the impenitent, those who shun the light, eternal fire and outer 

darkness, which are evils indeed to those persons who fall into them. (AH, 4.40.1 in ibid., I) 

Tertullian 

Even His severity then is good, because [it is] just: when the judge is good, that is just. Other 

qualities likewise are good, by means of which the good work of a good severity runs out its course, 

whether wrath, or jealousy, or sternness. For all these are as indispensable to severity as severity is to 

justice. The shamelessness of an age, which ought to have been reverent, had to be avenged. 

Accordingly, qualities which pertain to the judge, when they are actually free from blame, as the 

judge himself is, will never be able to be charged upon him as a fault. (FBAM, 2.216 in ibid., 3) 

Cyprian 

There is no ground, therefore, dearest brother, for thinking that we should give way to heretics so 

far as to contemplate the betrayal to them of that baptism, which is only granted to the one and only 

Church. It is a good soldier‘s duty to defend the camp of his general against rebels and enemies. It is 

the duty of an illustrious leader to keep the standards entrusted to him. It is written, ―The Lord thy 

God is a jealous God‖ (EC, 72.10 in ibid., 5.787, 5). 

The Medieval Fathers on God‘s Jealousy 

Augustine 
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For Him doth ―the friend of the bridegroom‖ sigh, having now the first-fruits of the Spirit laid up 

with Him, yet still groaning within himself, waiting for the adoption, to wit, the redemption of his 

body; to Him he sighs, for he is a member of the Bride; for Him is he jealous, for he is the friend of 

the Bridegroom; for Him is he jealous, not for himself; because in the voice of Thy ―waterspouts,‖ not 

in his own voice, doth he call on that other deep, for whom being jealous he feareth, lest that, as the 

serpent beguiled Eve through his subtlety, so their minds should be corrupted from the simplicity that 

is in our Bridegroom, Thine only Son. (C, 13.13 in Schaff, NPNF, 1.1) 
Ineffable is therefore that patience, as is His jealousy, as His wrath, and whatever there is like to 

these. For if we conceive of these as they be in us, in Him are there none. We, namely, cancel none of 

these without molestation: but be it far from us to surmise that the impassible nature of God is liable 

to any molestation. But like as He is jealous without any darkening of spirit, wroth without any 

perturbation, pitiful without any pain, repenteth Him without any wrongness in Him to be set right; so 

is He patient without aught of passion. (OP, 1 in ibid., 1:3) 
Because ―the Lord our God is a jealous God,‖ let us refuse, whenever we see anything of His with 

an alien, to allow him to consider it his own. For of a truth the jealous God Himself rebukes the 

woman who commits fornication against Him, as the type of an erring people, and says that she gave 

to her lovers what belonged to Him, and again received from them what was not theirs but His. In the 

hands of the adulterous woman and the adulterous lovers, God in His wrath, as a jealous God, 

recognizes His gifts; and do we say that baptism, consecrated in the words of the gospel, belongs to 

heretics? (BAD, 3.19.25 in ibid., 1:4) 

The Reformation Leaders on God‘s Jealousy 

Martin Luther 

―For Him Who once drowned the whole world in the Flood and sank Sodom with fire, it is a 

simple thing to slay or to defeat so many thousands of peasants. He is an almighty and terrible 

God‖ (WL, 4.226). 

God says: ―I the Lord thy God am jealous God.‖ Now, God is jealous in two manners of ways; 

first, God is angry as one that is jealous of them that fall from him, and become false and treacherous, 

that prefer the creature before the Creator; that build upon the favors of the great; that depend upon 

their friends, upon their own power—riches, art, wisdom, etc.; that forsake the righteousness of faith, 

and condemn it, and will be justified and saved by and through their own good works. God is also 

vehemently angry with those that boast and brag of their power and strength; as we see in 

Sennacherib, king of Assyria, who boasted of his great power, and thought utterly to destroy 

Jerusalem.… 
Secondly, God is jealous for them that love him and highly esteem his word; such God loves 

again, defends and keeps as the apple of his eye, and resists their adversaries, beating them back that 

they are not able to perform what they intended. Therefore, this word jealous comprehends both 

hatred and love, revenge and protection; for which cause it requires both fear and faith; fear, that we 

provoke not God to anger, or work his displeasure; faith, that in trouble we believe he will help, 

nourish, and defend us in this life, and will pardon and forgive us our sins, and for Christ‘s sake 

preserve us to life everlasting. (TT, 135–36) 

John Calvin 

But though in every passage where the favour or anger of God is mentioned, the former 

comprehends eternity of life and the latter eternal destruction, the Law, at the same time, enumerates 

a long catalogue of present blessings and curses (Lev. 26:4; Deut. 28:1). The threatenings attest the 
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spotless purity of God, which cannot bear iniquity, while the promises attest at once his infinite love 

of righteousness (which he cannot leave unrewarded), and his wondrous kindness. Being bound to do 

him homage with all that we have, he is perfectly entitled to demand everything which he requires of 

us as a debt; and as a debt, the payment is unworthy of reward. He therefore foregoes his right, when 

he holds forth reward for services which are not offered spontaneously, as if they were not due. (ICR, 

1.8.4) 

Jacob Arminius 

Hatred is an affection of separation in God; whose primary object is injustice or unrighteousness; 

and the secondary, the misery of the creature: The former is from ―the love of complacency‖; the 

latter, from ―the love of friendship.‖ But since God properly loves himself and the good of justice, 

and by the same impulse holds iniquity in detestation; and since he secondarily loves the creature and 

his blessedness, and in that impulse hates the misery of the creature, that is, He wills it to be taken 

away from the creature; hence it comes to pass, that He hates the creature who perseveres in 

unrighteousness, and He loves his misery. (WJA, 11.44) 

The Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Jealousy 

Jonathan Edwards 

Those who come to Christ need not be afraid of God‘s wrath for their sins; for God‘s honor will 

not suffer by their escaping punishment and being made happy. The wounded soul is sensible that he 

has affronted the majesty of God, and looks upon God as a vindicator of his honor; as a jealous God 

that will not be mocked, an infinitely great God that will not bear to be affronted, that will not suffer 

his authority and majesty to be trampled on, that will not bear that his kindness should be abused. 

(WJE, 376) 
For we see that when men come to be under convictions, and to be made sensible that God is not 

as they have heretofore imagined, but that he is such a jealous, sin-hating God, and whose wrath 

against sin is so dreadful, they are much more apt to have sensible exercises of enmity against him 

than before, (ibid., 1021) 

William G. T. Shedd 

There is a kind of wrath in the human soul that resembles the wrath of God, and constitutes its 

true analogue. It is the wrath of the human conscience, which is wholly different from that of the 

human heart. That kind of anger is commanded in the injunction ―Be ye angry and sin not‖ (Eph. 

4:26). Were this species of moral displacency more often considered, and the Divine anger illustrated 

by it, there would be less of the common and unthinking opposition to the doctrine of the Divine 

wrath. (DT, 176) 

Stephen Charnock 

God is a jealous God, very sensible of any disgrace, and will be as much incensed against an 

inward idolatry as an outward: that command which forbade corporeal images, would not indulge 

carnal imaginations; since the nature of God is as much wronged by unworthy images, erected in the 

fancy, as by statues carved out of stone or metals. (EAG, 1.198) 

J. I. Packer 
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God‘s jealousy is not a compound of frustration, envy and spite, as human jealousy so often is, 

but appears instead as a [literally] praiseworthy zeal to preserve something supremely precious. 
Zeal to protect a love relationship or to avenge it when broken [is a good sort of jealousy]. This 

jealousy also operates in the sphere of sex; there, however, it appears not as the blind reaction of 

wounded pride but as the fruit of marital affection. As Professor Taylor has written, married persons 

―who felt no jealousy at the intrusion of a lover or an adulterer into their home would surely be 

lacking in moral perception; for the exclusiveness of marriage is the essence of marriage‖ [The 

Epistle of James, 106]. This sort of jealousy is a positive virtue, for it shows a grasp of the true 

meaning of the husband-wife relationship, together with a proper zeal to keep it intact.… God‘s 

jealousy is of this kind; that is, as an aspect of his covenant love for his people. The Old Testament 

regards God‘s covenant as his marriage with Israel, carrying with it a demand for unqualified love 

and loyalty. 
From these passages we see plainly what God meant by telling Moses that his name was 

―Jealous.‖ He meant that he demands from those whom he has loved and redeemed utter and absolute 

loyalty, and he will vindicate his claim by stern action against them if they betray his love by 

unfaithfulness. (KG, 170–71) 

AN OBJECTION TO GOD‘S JEALOUSY 

Objection One—Based on an Alleged Inconsistency 

This objection points to an apparent inconsistency: Why is jealousy right for God but wrong 

for us? All other moral attributes of God we are asked to emulate: God is love, and we should be 

loving (1 John 4:19); God is holy, and we should be holy (Lev. 11:45). Why, then, if God is 

jealous, should we not also be jealous? 

Response to Objection One 

The answer to this objection is simple: There is no inconsistency; jealousy can be right 

sometimes and wrong at other times. Wrong jealousy for us is about being jealous for what does 

not belong to us. God cannot ever be jealous of what does not belong to Him, since He owns 

everything. Psalm 24:1 declares: ―The earth is the Lord‘s, and everything in it, the world, and all 

who live in it.‖ Deuteronomy 32:21 adds, ―They made me jealous by what is no god and angered 

me with their worthless idols. I will make them envious by those who are not a people; I will 

make them angry by a nation that has no understanding.‖ 

Everything belongs to God, even the things He has entrusted to the care of others; hence, it is 

not right for us to be jealous about what is not ours. Jealousy, as such, is not evil; what is evil is 

being jealous about what is not ours. Therefore, there is no inconsistency in it being right for 

God to be jealous for our affection (which belongs to Him) and it being wrong for us. 

Note, however, that not all jealousy is wrong for human beings—godly jealousy is right. For 

example, Paul‘s jealousy for the church was commendable. He wrote, ―I am jealous for you with 

a godly jealousy. I promised you to one husband, to Christ, so that I might present you as a pure 

virgin to him‖ (2 Cor. 11:2). Likewise, there is nothing wrong with a husband having appropriate 

jealousy over his wife (or vice versa), since she belongs to him (cf. Num. 5:14) and he to her. 

GOD‘S MORAL PERFECTION 
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Another attribute of God is that of absolute moral perfection. God is morally impeccable: He 

is not simply an infinite Being; He is an infinitely perfect Being. 

THE DEFINITION OF GOD‘S MORAL PERFECTION 

The English word perfect means ―flawless‖ or ―excellent.‖ There are several Hebrew words 

for ―perfect‖: tamim, meaning ―complete,‖ ―sound,‖ ―blameless,‖ ―perfect,‖ ―without blemish‖; 

shalem, meaning ―complete,‖ ―safe,‖ ―blameless‖; tam, which is rendered ―complete,‖ 

―blameless,‖ ―perfect‖; omen, translated ―perfect,‖ ―faithful‖; kalil, meaning ―entire,‖ ―whole,‖ 

―perfect‖; and taman, which is expressed by words like ―complete,‖ ―finished,‖ and ―blameless.‖ 

The Greek words for ―perfect‖ are teleios, which means ―complete,‖ ―perfect,‖ ―mature‖; 

teleioō, which bears the idea of ―bringing to an end,‖ ―completing,‖ ―perfecting‖; teleiotes, a 

kindred concept that can be rendered ―completeness,‖ ―perfection‖; and katartizo, meaning ―to 

complete,‖ ―to perfect,‖ ―to prepare.‖ 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S MORAL PERFECTION 

God is perfect in every way. ―He is the Rock, his works are perfect, and all his ways are just. 

A faithful God who does no wrong, upright and just is he‖ (Deut. 32:4). ―As for God, his way is 

perfect‖ (2 Sam. 22:31). ―It is God who arms me with strength and makes my way perfect‖ (2 

Sam. 22:33). ―Do you know how the clouds hang poised, those wonders of him who is perfect in 

knowledge? (Job 37:16). ―As for God, his way is perfect; the word of the LORD is flawless‖ (Ps. 

18:30). ―The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul‖ (Ps. 19:7). ―The LORD will fulfill 

[perfect] his purpose for me; your love, O LORD, endures forever—do not abandon the works of 

your hands‖ (Ps. 138:8). ―O LORD, you are my God; I will exalt you and praise your name, for in 

perfect faithfulness you have done marvelous things, things planned long ago‖ (Isa. 25:1). ―Be 

perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect‖ (Matt. 5:48). ―Then you will be able to test 

and approve … God‘s … good, pleasing and perfect will‖ (Rom. 12:2). ―When perfection comes, 

the imperfect disappears‖ (1 Cor. 13:10). ―We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching 

everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ‖ (Col. 1:28). 

―Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, 

who does not change like shifting shadows‖ (James 1:17). ―The man who looks intently into the 

perfect law that gives freedom … will be blessed in what he does‖ (James 1:25). ―There is no 

fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear‖ (1 John 4:18). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S MORAL PERFECTION 

That God is morally perfect can be derived from several theological premises. 

Knowledge of the Imperfect Implies the Perfect 

We know what is imperfect; however, we cannot know the not-perfect unless we know what 

is perfect—hence, there must be a Perfect (God). We cannot know a circle is imperfect unless we 

have an idea of a perfect one; likewise, moral imperfections cannot be detected unless we 

possess some idea of what moral perfection is. 
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God‘s Metaphysical Attributes Demand His Moral Perfection 

It is granted that God is a moral Being. If He possesses moral characteristics, then He must 

possess them perfectly. The reasoning goes like this: 

(1) God‘s nature is morally perfect. 

(2) God is infinite, unchangeable, and necessary by nature. 

(3) Therefore, God is infinitely, unchangeably, and necessarily morally perfect. 

God‘s Function As the Ultimate Moral Standard Demands His Moral Perfection 

It is recognized that God is the ultimate standard for what is morally right: He is the ultimate 

Moral Lawgiver. The ultimate source of all moral perfection cannot be less than ultimately 

perfect; the ultimate measure of morality is by its very nature morally perfect. God can no less be 

perfect than a good yardstick can be less than three feet long. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S MORAL PERFECTION 

The Christian God has always been viewed as absolutely perfect, both morally and 

metaphysically. This is evident from the very beginning. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Moral Perfection 

Justin Martyr 

―God, the Father of the universe … is perfect intelligence‖ (FLWR, I in Roberts and 

Donaldson, ANF, I). ―Neither is there straitness with God, nor anything that is not absolutely 

perfect‖ (OFLWJ, 6 in ibid., I). 

Clement of Alexandria 

―Be perfect as the heavenly Father [is perfect]‖ (S, 12, 546). 

Theophilus 

For the sun is a type of God, and the moon of man. And as the sun far surpasses the moon in 

power and glory, so far does God surpass man. And as the sun remains ever full, never becoming less, 

so does God always abide perfect, being full of all power, and understanding, and wisdom, and 

immortality, and all good. But the moon wanes monthly, and in a manner dies, being a type of man; 

then it is born again, and is crescent, for a pattern of the future resurrection. (TA, 2.15 in op. cit, II) 

Athenagoras 

I pass over those who lacerate with knives and scourges of bones, and shall not attempt to 

describe all the kinds of demons; for it is not the part of a god to incite to things against nature.… But 

God, being perfectly good, is eternally doing good. (PC, 26 in ibid., II) 

Tertullian 
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What new god is there, except a false one? Not even Saturn will be proved to be a god by all his 

ancient fame, because it was a novel pretense which some time or other produced even him, when it 

first gave him godship. On the contrary, living and perfect Deity has its origin neither in novelty nor 

in antiquity, but in its own true nature. Eternity has no time. It is itself all time. It acts; it cannot then 

suffer. It cannot be born, therefore it lacks age. (FBAM, 2.1.8 in ibid., III) 

The Medieval Church Fathers on God‘s Moral Perfection 

Augustine 

―For certainly He would not be the perfect worker He is, unless His knowledge were so 

perfect as to receive no addition from His finished works‖ (CG, 11.21 in Schaff, NPNF, 1. II). 

―Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father who is in heaven is perfect.‖ … Moreover, the 

perfection of that mercy, wherewith most of all the soul that is in distress is cared for, cannot be 

stretched beyond the love of an enemy; and therefore the closing words are: ―Be ye therefore perfect, 

even as your Father who is in heaven is perfect.‖ Yet in such a way that God is understood to be 

perfect as God, and the soul to be perfect as a soul. (SM, 1.21.69 in ibid., 1. VI) 

Anselm 

Anselm argued that since we know things that are more or less perfect, there must be a most 

Perfect by which we know this. Of all the things that exist, there is one nature that is supreme: It 

alone is self-sufficient in its eternal happiness, yet through its all-powerful goodness it creates 

and gives to all other things their very existence and their goodness. 

Quite certain, indeed, and clear to all who are willing to see, is the following: take some 

things that are said to be (say) X, and relative to each other are said to be less, more, or equally 

X. It is through this X that they are said to be so, and this X is understood as the very same thing 

in the various cases and not something different in each case (whether X is considered to be in 

them equally or not equally). 

Necessarily, therefore, everything beneficial or excellent is, if it is truly good, good through 

that same one thing, through which all good things necessarily are good, whatever that thing may 

be. And who would doubt that that through which all things are good is a great good? 

In conclusion, 

Because, then, it is that through which every good thing is good, it is good through itself. It 

therefore follows that all the other good things are good through something other than what they 

themselves are, while this thing alone is good through itself. But nothing that is good through 

something other than itself is equal to or greater than that good which is good through itself. The one 

thing, therefore, that is good through itself is the one thing that is supremely good. (ACMW, 11–13) 

Thomas Aquinas 

Aquinas also argued for a God of absolute perfection in his famous ―Five Ways.‖ The fourth 

―way‖ states, 

Among beings there are some more and some less good, true, noble, and the like. But more and 

less are predicated of different things according as they resemble in their different ways something 

which is the maximum [i.e., the Most Perfect]. (ST, la.2.3) 

Later, Aquinas added, 
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Hence, the first active principle [God] must needs be most actual, and therefore most perfect. 

[For] matter as such is merely potential … and thus most imperfect.… God is the first active 

principle, not material, but in the order of efficient cause, which must be most perfect. Hence, the first 

active principle [God] must needs be most actual, and therefore most perfect; for a thing is perfect in 

proportion to its state of actuality, because we call that perfect which lacks nothing of the mode of its 

perfection, (ibid., 1.4.1) 

The Reformation Leaders on God‘s Moral Perfection 

Martin Luther 

God has given me prescriptions as to how I am to live and how I am to serve Him. Then I 

imagine that He also ought to live in that way. He lays down the Law here below but does not apply it 

to Himself above. It behooves no one except God to give laws and directions as to how we are to live 

and be pious; but I am not to lay down any law to God as to how He may rule the world or human 

beings. Therefore, think whatever you please, what God does is nonetheless right. (WLS, 745) 

John Calvin 

You shall therefore be perfect. This perfection does not mean equality, but relates solely to 

resemblance. However distant we are from the perfection of God, we are said to be perfect, as he is 

perfect, when we aim at the same object, which he presents to us in Himself. Should it be thought 

preferable, we may state it thus. There is no comparison here made between God and us: but the 

perfection of God means, first, that free and pure kindness, which is not induced by the expectation of 

gain—and, secondly, that remarkable goodness, which contends with the malice and ingratitude of 

men. (CC, 16.308) 
It must be acknowledged, therefore, that in each of the works of God, and more especially in the 

whole of them taken together, the divine perfections are delineated as in a picture, and the whole 

human race thereby invited and allured to acquire the knowledge of God, and, in consequence of this 

knowledge, true and complete felicity. Moreover, while his perfections are thus most vividly 

displayed, the only means of ascertaining their practical operation and tendency is to descend into 

ourselves, and consider how it is that the Lord there manifests his wisdom, power, and energy—how 

he there displays his justice, goodness, and mercy. (ICR, 1.5.10) 

The Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Moral Perfection 

Stephen Charnock 

God is thus good, because his nature is infinitely perfect; he hath all things requisite to the 

completing of a most perfect and sovereign Being. All good meets in his essence, as all water meets 

in the ocean. Under this notion all the attributes of God, which are requisite to so illustrious a Being, 

are comprehended. (EAG, 2.217) 

J. I. Packer 

Goodness, in God as in human beings, means something admirable, attractive and praiseworthy. 

When the biblical writers call God good, they are thinking in general of all those moral qualities 

which prompt his people to call him perfect, and in particular of the generosity which moves them to 

call him merciful and gracious and to speak of his love. 
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Generosity means a disposition to give to others in a way which has no mercenary motive and is 

not limited by what the recipients deserve but consistently goes beyond it. Generosity expresses the 

simple wish that others should have what they need to make them happy. Generosity is, so to speak, 

the focal point of God‘s moral perfection; it is the quality which determines how all God‘s other 

excellencies are to be displayed. (KG, 161, 62) 
The biblical judge is expected to love justice and fair play and to loathe all ill treatment of one 

person by another. An unjust judge, one who has no interest in seeing right triumph over wrong, is by 

biblical standards a monstrosity. The Bible leaves us in no doubt that God loves righteousness and 

hates iniquity, and that the ideal of a judge wholly identified with what is good and right is perfectly 

fulfilled in him. (ibid., 141) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S MORAL PERFECTION 

Four main objections to God‘s moral perfection call for answers. The first is based on the 

problem of evil, and the second on an alleged fallacy. The third springs from a supposed 

incompatibility between the attributes of perfect love and perfect justice, and the fourth is 

founded on the idea that there is a need for a loving being to change. 

Objection One—Based Upon Injustice in the World 

Both theists and nontheists (except pantheists) agree that evil is real: There is real injustice in 

this world. But an all-perfect and all-powerful God would not allow any injustice; hence, there 

cannot be any such theistic God. 

Response to Objection One 

First, this argument, at best, does not disprove that God is morally perfect, for it has not 

addressed the possibility that God could be all-perfect but not all-powerful and, thus, not able to 

overcome all injustice. (This is what many finite godists believe.) 

Second, if God is infinite in power, it is argued by neotheists that God did not know in 

advance what creatures would do with their freedom, and, hence, He did not foresee all this 

injustice. Since humans are free, God cannot eliminate all injustice without destroying all free 

will, yet this would be injustice, since He created them with free will.
1
 

Third, from a traditional theistic position, this objection does not follow for two reasons: For 

one thing, the in-just (not-just) implies the Just (i.e., God): One could not know there is an 

ultimate injustice in the world unless he had some ultimate standard of justice by which he could 

know it was ultimately unjust. 

Fourth, for another, this objection overlooks an important fact: That there is present injustice 

does not mean there will be ultimate injustice. The biblical theist notes that the story is not over 

yet; a day of ultimate justice is coming (Rev. 20). If God is all-powerful, then He can overcome 

all injustice, and if He is all-just, He will overcome it. If He is all-perfect, God has the desire to 

overcome all evil, and if He is all-powerful, He can do it. One day He will. 

Objection Two—Based Upon Alleged Incompatibility With Love 

                                                           
1
 For a theistic response to neotheism, see Norman Geisler, et al., BG, chapters 8, and 14. 
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According to this objection, God cannot be both perfectly holy and perfectly loving, for a 

perfectly holy God must judge and condemn all sinners, while a perfectly loving God wants to 

save all sinners. Wrath flows from God‘s holiness, and blessing flows from His love. Aren‘t 

these incompatible? God cannot be both at the same time, or He would seem to violate the law of 

noncontradiction. 

Response to Objection Two 

God can be both completely just and perfectly loving at the same time, provided it is not on 

the same person at the same time. His wrath flowing from His holiness rests on all unrepentant 

sinners, and blessed acts flowing from His love on all repentant sinners. This is not 

contradictory, since it is manifest in the same persons at different times (before and after 

repentance). This does not mean there is a change in God, since He always consistently 

manifests wrath on unrepentant sinners, and He always consistently manifests love on the 

repentant. The only thing that changes is that the person (by repentance) moves from under one 

attribute to under another. 

Further, God‘s attributes are tied together in one essence: God is holy love and loving 

holiness, each attribute complimenting the other. There is no contradiction in God‘s desiring the 

good of even those whom He must justly punish, for it is good to punish evil. 

Objection Three—Based Upon the Supposed Impossibility of Having a Perfect Being 

Many contemporary theologians reject God‘s absolute perfection because of what they call 

―the difficulties of a perfect being theology‖ (Pinnock, OG, 132). As the traditional reasoning is 

stated: 

If God were to change, so the argument goes, then He would change either for the better or for 

the worse. But God cannot change for the better, since He is already perfect. And He cannot change 

for the worse, for this would mean that He would no longer be perfect. So God cannot change, (ibid., 

131) 

Some neotheists reject this argument, not because God is imperfect, but because they say that 

―it rests on the assumption that all change is either for the better or for the worse, an assumption 

that is simply false‖ (ibid., 132). As we have seen, they offer the ―immutable watch‖ as a 

counterexample: It registers the same time day in and day out. By contrast, an ―extremely 

accurate watch‖ always registers the correct time, even though it is constantly changing. When it 

changes, its change is not for the better or worse—it remains the same in its changes, namely, an 

extremely accurate watch. 

Response to Objection Three 

One way to respond to this objection is to point out that it contains a category mistake by 

comparing a changing thing with an unchanging Being. It only shows how one changing thing 

(the clock) is not better when it changes to another changing thing (time); it does not show that a 

changing God is better than an unchanging God. 

Another way to pinpoint the error is to note that this argument begs the question in favor of a 

non-immutable view of God. The clock illustration does not tick if one assumes that God does 

not change, for in that case anything that represented Him as changing would be inaccurate. 
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Further, as we have seen, even the objection implies that God does not really change, for it 

asserts that whatever changes there are in God are ―consistent with and/or required by a constant 

state of excellence‖ (ibid., 133, emphasis added). What is this ―constant state of excellence‖ but 

the equivalent of an unchanging nature? Thus, in order to defend their view, neotheists fall back 

on the theistic view of an unchanging nature in God. 

Finally, the objection presupposes that God must be perfect, for neo-theists speak of the 

possibility of an unchanging God suffering from ―imperfection‖ (ibid., 132). How could one 

know God was imperfect unless he presupposed an absolute, unchanging standard of perfection 

(which they would have to say is God; otherwise, there would be something more ultimate than 

God, which is platonic dualism, not neotheism)? 

Objection Four—Based Upon the Need for a Loving Being to Change 

Objectors to God‘s unchanging perfection argue that a truly loving God will change. They 

agree that God is perfect love: ―The statement God is love is as close as the Bible comes to 

giving us a definition of the divine reality‖ (Pinnock, OG, 18). Again, ―Love is the essence of the 

divine reality, the basic source from which all of God‘s attributes arise‖ (ibid., 21). 

Their argument for the necessity of change in a God of love goes like this: 

(1) God is essentially love. 

(2) Love, of necessity, involves the possibility of change. 

(3) Therefore, God‘s love necessitates the possibility of change. 

The crucial second premise is supported by showing that God‘s love is a dynamic, interactive 

activity whereby God engages in a give-and-take activity with His creatures. Love suffers with 

the loved one (ibid., 46), and, hence, God cannot be impassible, as traditional theism affirms. 

Response to Objection Four 

At the start, one notices something strange about this objection to God‘s unchangeableness—

the very first premise begins with a God who cannot change. It affirms that God is ―essentially‖ 

love. If God by His very essence is love and cannot be otherwise, then God cannot change in His 

nature. Indeed, neotheists admit the same when they affirm that ―God‘s essential nature and his 

ultimate purpose did not change‖ (Pinnock, OG, 28). The premise that ―God cannot change in 

His essential nature as love‖ is not consistent with their conclusion from this premise that God 

must be able to change because He is love. 

Also, once again, who said God has to love the way we love? To be sure, human love is 

changing, because human beings are changing beings. Theism affirms that God is an unchanging 

Being (see chapter 4) and, therefore, He must love in an unchanging way. 

God can do whatever good we can do, but He does not do it in the way we do it. He does it in 

an infinitely better way than we do—an unchanging way. All theists insist that God is infinite, 

ontologically independent, uncreated, and transcendent. Even granted that God is infinite 

demands that He is and does things differently than finite beings do. 

CONCLUSION 
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God possesses a holy jealousy and a morally perfect character. The former is what gives God 

zeal to protect and preserve His own holiness; the latter is the absolute moral perfection that 

pervades the character of God. These attributes are firmly grounded in Scripture, sound 

theological reasoning, and the history of the Christian church. All objections stated against these 

attributes fail; the attributes are internally consistent. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

GOD‘S TRUTHFULNESS AND GOODNESS 

(LOVE) 

God is not only absolutely truthful, but He is also all-good (omnibenevolent). It is impossible 

for Him to lie (Heb. 6:18), and He is love by His very nature (1 John 4:16). 

THE DEFINITION OF GOD‘S TRUTHFULNESS 

The Hebrew word for ―truth‖ (emeth) means ―firm,‖ ―stable,‖ ―faithful,‖ ―reliable,‖ 

―correct.‖ The Greek word for ―truth‖ (aletheia) means ―truthful,‖ ―dependable,‖ ―upright,‖ 

―real.‖ In brief, the term ―truth,‖ as used in Scripture, means that which, because it corresponds 

to reality (the facts, the original), is reliable, faithful, and stable. Used of words, truth is telling it 

like it is. True statements are those that correspond to reality and, hence, are dependable. 

By contrast, falsehood is telling it like it is not (1 John 2:21) and, therefore, is not reliable. 

False expressions do not correspond to reality, and the devil is the father of all lies (John 8:44). 

Truth is absolute: God cannot lie (2 Cor. 1:18; Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18), and His Word cannot pass 

away (Mark 13:31; cf. Ps. 117:2). 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S TRUTHFULNESS 

Many things are involved in God‘s truthfulness, but most fundamentally God is truth by His 

very nature. Creatures have truth, but God is truth, and He is truthful. Just a sampling of verses 

demonstrates the point. 

―He is the Rock, his work is perfect: for all his ways are judgment: a God of truth and 

without iniquity, just and right is he‖ (Deut. 32:4 KJV). ―God is not a man, that he should lie, nor 

a son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise 

and not fulfill?‖ (Num. 23:19). ―He who is the Glory of Israel does not lie or change his mind; 

for he is not a man, that he should change his mind‖ (1 Sam. 15:29). ―Into your hands I commit 

my spirit; redeem me, O LORD, the God of truth‖ (Ps. 31:5). ―For the word of the LORD is right 

and true; he is faithful in all he does‖ (Ps. 33:4). ―Jesus answered, ‗I am the way and the truth 

and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me‘ ‖ (John 14:6). ―When the Counselor 

comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father, 
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he will testify about me‖ (John 15:26). ―They tell how you turned to God from idols to serve the 

living and true God‖ (1 Thess. 1:9). ―God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which 

it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may be 

greatly encouraged‖ (Heb. 6:18). ―This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of 

falsehood‖ (1 John 4:6). 

Because God is truthful, we can trust His promises (Ps. 89:35); we can be assured of our 

salvation (2 Tim. 2:13); we are protected (Ps. 91:4); we are saved (Eph. 1:13); we are sanctified 

(2 Thess. 2:13); we are liberated (John 8:32); we are established forever (Ps. 117:2); we should 

always speak the truth (Eph. 4:25); we should walk in His truth (Ps. 86:11); we should serve Him 

in truth (1 Sam. 12:24 NKJV); we should diligently study His truth (2 Tim. 2:15; John 17:17); we 

should worship Him in truth (John. 4:24); and we should pray to be led in truth (Ps. 25:4–5). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S TRUTHFULNESS 

God‘s absolute truthfulness follows from several of His other attributes. If God is truthful, 

then He must be absolutely truthful, for He can only be morally what His nature allows Him to 

be metaphysically. 

God‘s Truthfulness Follows From His Simplicity 

If God is truthful, then He must be truthful in accordance with His nature. God is simple 

(indivisible) by nature; thus, God cannot be partly anything—whatever He is, that He must be 

totally and completely. Hence, God must be totally and completely truthful. 

God‘s Truthfulness Follows From His Immutability 

If God is truthful, again, He must be truthful in accordance with His nature. God is 

immutable (unchangeable) by nature; hence, God must be unchangeably truthful. Indeed, the 

Bible declares that ―if we are faithless, he will remain faithful, for he cannot disown himself (2 

Tim. 2:13). 

God‘s Truthfulness Follows From His Infinity 

God is also infinite (see chapter 5). Since He is truthful, it follows, then, that He must be 

infinitely truthful. Whoever is infinitely truthful is not partly truthful, but wholly and completely 

truthful. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS OF GOD‘S TRUTHFULNESS 

God‘s absolute truthfulness is a hallmark of His moral nature. This has been recognized by 

Christian theologians down through the ages. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Truthfulness 
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The patristic Fathers declared and defended the attribute of truthfulness in God. Polycarp, the 

disciple of John the apostle (who spoke of Jesus as the Truth—John 14:6), echoed his mentor‘s 

reflections. 

Polycarp 

I give Thee thanks that Thou hast counted me worthy of this day and this hour, that I should have 

a part in the number of Thy martyrs, in the cup of thy Christ, to the resurrection of eternal life, both of 

soul and body, through the incorruption [imparted] by the Holy Ghost. Among whom may I be 

accepted this day before Thee as a fat and acceptable sacrifice, according as Thou, the ever-truthful 

God, hast foreordained, hast revealed beforehand to me, and now hast fulfilled. Wherefore also I 

praise Thee for all things, I bless Thee, I glorify Thee, along with the everlasting and heavenly Jesus 

Christ, Thy beloved Son, with whom, to Thee, and the Holy Ghost, be glory both now and to all 

coming ages. Amen. (EE, 14 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 1) 

Mathetes 

As I said, this was no mere earthly invention which was delivered to them, nor is it a mere human 

system of opinion, which they judge it right to preserve so carefully, nor has a dispensation of mere 

human mysteries been committed to them, but truly God Himself, who is almighty, the Creator of all 

things, and invisible, has sent from heaven, and placed among men, [Him who is] the truth, and the 

holy and incomprehensible Word, and has firmly established Him in their hearts. (EMD, 7 in ibid., 1) 

Ignatius 

Since, also, there is but one unbegotten Being, God, even the Father; and one only-begotten Son, 

God, the Word and man; and one Comforter, the Spirit of truth; and also one preaching, and one faith, 

and one baptism; and one Church which the holy apostles established from one end of the earth to the 

other by the blood of Christ, and by their own sweat and toil; it behooves you also, therefore, as ―a 

peculiar people, and a holy nation,‖ to perform all things with harmony in Christ. (EP, 5 in ibid., 1) 

Justin Martyr 

The word of His truth and wisdom is more ardent and more light-giving than the rays of the sun, 

and sinks down into the depths of heart and mind. Hence also the Scripture said, ―His name shall rise 

up above the sun‖ (DJ, 12:2 in ibid.). 

Irenaeus 

They have fallen into error, too, respecting Zoe, by maintaining that she was produced in the 

sixth place, when it behooved her to take precedence of all [the rest], since God is life, and 

incorruption, and truth. And these and such like attributes have not been produced according to a 

gradual scale of descent, but they are names of those perfections which always exist in God, so 

far as it is possible and proper for men to hear and to speak of God. For with the name of God 

the following words will harmonize: intelligence, word, life, incorruption, truth, wisdom, 

goodness, and such like. (AH, 2:13:9 in ibid.) 

The Shepherd of Hermas 
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Again he said to me, ―Love the truth, and let nothing but truth proceed from your mouth, that 

the spirit which God has placed in your flesh may be found truthful before all men; and the Lord, 

who dwelleth in you, will be glorified, because the Lord is truthful in every word, and in Him is 

no falsehood.‖ They therefore who lie deny the Lord, and rob Him, not giving back to Him the 

deposit which they have received. For they received from Him a spirit free from falsehood. (C, 

2:3 in ibid., 2) 

Clement of Alexandria 

Of the same sentiments is Plato, who somewhere alludes to God thus: ―Around the King of 

all are all things, and He is the cause of all good things.‖ Who, then, is the King of all? God, who 

is the measure of the truth of all existence. As, then, the things that are to be measured are 

contained in the measure, so also the knowledge of God measures and comprehends truth. And 

the truly holy Moses says: ―There shall not be in thy bag a balance and a balance, great or small, 

but a true and just balance shall be to thee,‖ deeming the balance and measure and number of the 

whole to be God. For the unjust and unrighteous idols are hid at home in the bag, and, so to 

speak, in the polluted soul. But the only just measure is the only true God, always just, 

continuing the selfsame; who measures all things, and weighs them by righteousness as in a 

balance, grasping and sustaining universal nature in equilibrium. (EH, 6 in ibid., 2) 

The Medieval Fathers on God‘s Truthfulness 

Augustine 

I said, ―Is Truth, therefore, nothing because it is neither diffused through space, finite, nor 

infinite?‖ And Thou criedst to me from afar, ―Yea, verily, ‗I AM THAT I AM.‘ ‖ And I heard 

this, as things are heard in the heart, nor was there room for doubt; and I should more readily 

doubt that I live than that Truth is not, which is ―clearly seen, being understood by the things that 

are made‖ (C, 7.10). 

It is, therefore, because we are men, created in the image of a Creator, whose eternity is true, 

His truth eternal, His love both eternal and true, a Creator who is the eternal, true, and lovable 

Trinity in whom there is neither confusion nor division, that, wherever we turn among the things 

which He created and conserved so wonderfully, we discover His footprints, whether lightly or 

plainly impressed. 

The holy angels gain knowledge of God not by the spoken word but by the presence in their 

souls of that immutable Truth which is the only-begotten Word of God. They know this Word 

and the Father and their Holy Spirit, understanding that this Trinity is indivisible and that each of 

the Persons is substantial, although there are not three Gods but only one. (CG, 11.28, 11.29) 

Anselm 

You are this good, O God the Father; this is Your Word, that is to say, Your Son. For there cannot 

be any other than what You are, or any thing greater or lesser than You, in the Word by which You 

utter Yourself. For Your Word is as true as You are truthful and is therefore the very truth that You 

are and that is not other than You. (ACMW, 100) 
Have you found, O my soul, what you were seeking? You were seeking God, and you found Him 

to be something which is the highest of all, than which a better cannot be thought, and to be life itself, 
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light, wisdom, goodness, eternal blessedness and blessed eternity, and to exist everywhere and 

always. If you have not found your God, how is He this which you have found, and which you have 

understood with such certain truth and true certitude? But if you have found [Him], why is it that you 

do not experience what you have found? Why, O Lord God, does my soul not experience You if it has 

found You? Or has it not found that which it has found to be the light and the truth? But then, how 

did it understand this save by seeing the light and the truth? Could it understand anything at all about 

You save through ―Your light and Your truth‖ [Ps. 43:3]? If, then, it saw the light and the truth, it saw 

You. If it did not see You then it did not see the light or the truth, (ibid., 98) 

Thomas Aquinas 

As said above, truth is found in the intellect according as it apprehends a thing as it is; and in 

things according as they have being conformable to an intellect. This is to the greatest degree found in 

God. For His being is not only conformed to His intellect, but it is the very act of His intellect; and 

His act of understanding is the measure and cause of every other being and of every other intellect, 

and He Himself is His own existence and act of understanding. Whence it follows not only that truth 

is in Him, but that He is truth itself, and the sovereign and first truth. (ST, la. 16, 5) 

The Reformation Leaders on God‘s Truthfulness 

Martin Luther 

God seems as though he had dealt inconsiderately in commanding the world to be governed by 

the Word of Truth, especially since he has clothed and hooded it with a poor, weak, and condemned 

Word of the cross. For the world will not have truth, [but] lies. (TT, 45) 
Truly, in this case, we must not only be well armed with God‘s Word and versed therein, but 

must have also certainty of the doctrine, or we shall not endure the combat. A man must be able to 

affirm, I know for certain, that what I teach is the only Word of the high Majesty of God in heaven, 

his final conclusion and everlasting, unchangeable truth, and whatsoever concurs and agrees not with 

this doctrine, is altogether false, and spun by the devil. I have before me God‘s Word, which cannot 

fail, nor can the gates of hell prevail against it; thereby will I remain, though the whole world be 

against me. (ibid., 22) 

John Calvin 

We must go, I say, to the Word, where the character of God, drawn from his works, is described 

accurately and to the life; these works being estimated, not by our depraved judgment, but by the 

standard of eternal truth. (ICR, 1.6.3) 
Therefore, in reading profane authors, the admirable light of truth displayed in them should 

remind us, that the human mind, however much fallen and perverted from its original integrity, is still 

adorned and invested with admirable gifts from its Creator. If we reflect that the Spirit of God is the 

only fountain of truth, we will be careful, as we would avoid offering insult to him, not to reject or 

condemn truth wherever it appears. In despising the gifts, we insult the Giver, (ibid., 2.2.15) 
In the first place, we must consider what an oath is. An oath, then, is calling God to witness that 

what we say is true. Execrations being manifestly insulting to God, are unworthy of being classed 

among oaths. That an oath, when duly taken, is a species of divine worship, appears from many 

passages of Scripture.… Swearing by the name of the Lord here means that they will make a 

profession of religion. In like manner, speaking of the extension of the Redeemer‘s kingdom, it is 

said, ―He who blesseth himself in the earth shall bless himself in the God of truth: and he that 

sweareth in the earth shall swear by the God of truth‖ [Isaiah 65:16] (ibid., 2.8.23). 
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The Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Truthfulness 

The concept of God‘s unswerving truth did not change in the writings of those of the post-

Reformation period. They too saw it as the Gibraltar of God‘s character. 

Jacob Arminius 

Justice in Words is also threefold: (1) Truth, by which He always enunciates or declares exactly 

as the thing which is opposed to falsehood. (2) Sincerity and Simplicity, by which He always declares 

as He inwardly conceives, according to the meaning and purpose of His mind; to which are opposed 

hypocrisy and duplicity of heart. And (3) Fidelity, by which He is constant in keeping promises and 

in communicating privileges; to which are opposed inconstancy and perfidy. (WJA, 351) 

Stephen Charnock 

―He is as unchangeable in his essence as in his veracity and faithfulness: they are perfections 

belonging to his nature‖ (EAG, 1.187). 

Charles Hodge 

The true, therefore, is, (1) That which is real, as opposed to that which is fictitious or imaginary. 

Jehovah is the true God, because He is really God, while the gods of the heathen are vanity and 

nothing, mere imaginary beings, having neither existence nor attributes. (2) The true is that which 

completely comes up to its idea, or to what it purports to be. A true man is a man in whom the idea of 

manhood is fully realized. The true God is He in whom is found all that the Godhead imports. (3) The 

true is that in which the reality exactly corresponds to the manifestation. God is true, because He 

really is what He declares Himself to be; because He is what He commands us to believe Him to be; 

and because all His declarations correspond to what really is. (4) The true is that which can be 

depended upon, which does not fail, or change, or disappoint. In this sense also God is true as He is 

immutable and faithful. His promises cannot fail; His word never disappoints. His word abideth 

forever. When our Lord says, ―Thy word is truth,‖ He says that all that God has revealed may be 

confided in as exactly corresponding to what really is, or is to be. His word can never fail, though 

heaven and earth pass away. 
The truth of God, therefore, is the foundation of all religion. It is the ground of our assurance that 

what He has revealed of Himself and of His will, in His works and in the Scriptures, may be relied 

upon. He certainly is, and wills, and will do, whatever He has thus made known. It is no less the 

foundation of all knowledge. That our senses do not deceive us; that consciousness is trustworthy in 

what it teaches; that anything is what it appears to us to be; that our existence is not a delusive dream, 

has no other foundation than the truth of God. In this sense, all knowledge is founded on faith, i.e., the 

belief that God is true. (ST, 1.436–37) 

William G. T. Shedd 

Again, God cannot do anything inconsistent with the perfection of the Divine nature. Under this 

category, fall the instances mentioned in Heb. 6:18, ―It is impossible for God to lie‖; and 2 Tim. 2:13, 

―He cannot deny himself‖; and James 1:13, ―God cannot be tempted.‖ God cannot sin: (a) Because 

sin is imperfection, and it is contradictory to say that a necessarily perfect Being may be imperfect, 

(b) God cannot sin, because he cannot be tempted to sin, and sinning without temptation or motive to 

sin is impossible. God cannot be tempted, because temptation implies a desire for some good that is 

supposed to be greater than what is already possessed. But God cannot see anything more desirable 
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than what he already has; and his understanding is infallible, so that he cannot mistake an apparent for 

a real good. (DT, 360) 

John Miley 

Veracity is the source of truthfulness in expression, whether in the use of words or in other 

modes. It is deeper than mere intellect; deep as the moral nature. With all true moral natures veracity 

is felt to be a profound obligation. Veracity is revered, while falsehood, deceit, hypocrisy are 

abhorred. In the truest, deepest sense of veracity there is profound moral feeling. The divine veracity 

is more than truthfulness of expression from absolute knowledge; it is truthfulness from holy feeling. 

As God solemnly enjoins truthfulness upon men, and severely reprehends its violation, in whatever 

forms of falsehood or deceit, so his words and ways ever fulfill the requirements of the most absolute 

veracity. (ST, 210) 

J.I. Packer 

―All your commands are true‖ [Ps. 119:151]. Why are they so described? First, because they have 

stability and permanence as setting forth what God wants to see in human lives in every age; second, 

because they tell us the unchanging truth about our own nature. For this is part of the purpose of 

God‘s law; it gives a working definition of true humanity. It shows us what we were made to be, and 

teaches us how to be truly human, and warns us against moral self-destruction. (KG, 114) 
He never becomes less truthful, or merciful, or just, or good than he used to be. The character of 

God is today, and always will be, exactly what it was in Bible times, (ibid., 78) 
That is why his words to us are true, and cannot be other than true. They are the index of reality: 

they show us things as they really are, and as they will be for us in the future according to whether we 

heed God‘s word to us or not. (ibid., 113) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S TRUTHFULNESS 

The most important objections to God‘s absolute truthfulness come from instances in the 

Bible where God is alleged to approve of actions that appear to be less than completely truthful. 

Objection One—Based on Samuel‘s Alleged Partial Truth 

If God is totally truthful, then why did He tell Samuel to utter a partial truth? He instructed 

Samuel to give only part of the truth when He said to tell Saul that he had come to offer a 

sacrifice (1 Sam. 16:1–3). In fact, he had also come to anoint David to be king. 

Response to Objection One 

What God told Samuel to say was completely truthful, not partly truthful. He did come to 

offer a sacrifice. Saul never asked him, and he never answered the question, as to whether 

Samuel had any other purposes for his trip there. That God does not condone partial truths that 

directly imply a falsehood is clear from His condemnation of Abraham when he asked Sarah to 

say she was his ―sister.‖ She was his half-sister, but answering the question this way led the king 

of Egypt to believe she was not his wife, which is what he wanted to know. So in implying she 

was not Abraham‘s wife, Sarah lied. 
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Objection Two—Based on God‘s Commanding Lying Spirits 

In 1 Kings, God ordered lying spirits (demons) to lie to king Ahab (1 Kings 22:19–22). How 

can a God of absolute truth ever condone a lie? It is contrary to His very nature. 

Response to Objection Two 

God does not and cannot condone a lie as such, for lying is contrary to His nature, and He 

cannot condone what is contrary to His very nature (Heb. 6:18). But God did not command or 

condone this lie; He simply permitted it and used it to accomplish His sovereign will. He knew 

this spirit would lie, and He knew this would accomplish His sovereign purpose to a good, 

namely, to judge wicked King Ahab. As Joseph said to his brothers who had sold him into 

slavery, ―You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now 

being done, the saving of many lives‖ (Gen. 50:20). So God uses evil to accomplish His 

purposes, but He does not promote evil; He simply permits it to produce a greater good. 

Objection Three—Based on God‘s Condoning the Midwives‘ Lie 

In Exodus 1:15–22, the pharaoh commanded the Hebrew midwives to kill all male babies. 

They not only refused, but they also lied about it to the king when he inquired (vv. 17, 19). Verse 

20 says, ―So God was kind to the midwives and the people increased and became even more 

numerous.‖ Thus, it appears that God condoned their lie. 

Response to Objection Three 

Scholars differ on how to interpret this passage. Some claim that God blessed the midwives 

for their refusal to kill the children but not for their lie. They claim God blessed them, like Rahab 

(Josh. 2), in spite of but not because of their lie. 

Other scholars claim that God does not condone this or any other lie, even in a conflict 

situation; rather, we ought to do the lesser evil (of lying) and then confess our sin to God. 

However, it is difficult to make any sense out of a view that says we have a moral obligation to 

do what is not moral. Further, Jesus faced all kinds of evil situations, yet He never sinned. If sin 

is unavoidable in this kind of scenario, then Jesus sinned (while the Bible declares He did not). If 

He did not face extremely difficult situations, then He could not be our complete moral example, 

since we would then not have His example to follow. 

It would seem better to argue that in unavoidable conflicts, we should suspend our obligation 

to keep the lower command in view of our overriding obligation to keep the higher one (see 

Geisler, CE, chapter 7). Thus, in the case of the midwives, mercy-showing was a greater duty 

than truth-telling. For example, if an angry neighbor asks you to return the gun you had 

borrowed so that he can kill his wife, your duty to save her life takes precedence over your 

obligation to return his property. In either way of viewing this situation, God never condones 

telling a lie as such: It is only when there is a higher duty to another attribute of God (like mercy) 

that one‘s duty to tell the truth is suspended. And even in this case, the conflict is not in God (His 

attributes are all harmonious); it is in this finite fallen world. 

Objection Four—Based on Progressive Revelation 
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According to the doctrine of progressive revelation, God does not reveal all His truth at once, 

but only part at a time, progressively, over a period of time (see Geisler, ―RP‖ in BECA). For 

example, God did not reveal explicitly from the very beginning the doctrine of the Trinity: He 

first revealed that He was one (cf. Deut. 6:4) and then later that there are three persons in this one 

God (cf. Matt. 28:18–20). The same is true about God‘s plan of salvation; it was unveiled only a 

piece at a time from the beginning (from Gen. 3:15 to John 3:16). 

Response to Objection Four 

Revealing only part of the truth is not necessarily a lie. At no time in this progressive 

revelation did God affirm what was false. All that He said was true, but He did not say all from 

the very beginning. He told the whole truth about part of what He wanted to reveal, but He never 

revealed the whole of what He wanted to say at once. 

Objection Five—Based on Divine Accommodation 

According to the doctrine of divine accommodation, God adapts Himself to human finitude 

in order to communicate with us effectively. For example, He uses metaphors and figures of 

speech that are not true literally so that we can understand Him better; as we have seen, 

portraying God with hands, eyes, and arms is an example. God does not actually have these 

bodily parts, since He is a pure Spirit (John 4:24), but God accommodates Himself to us in these 

terms. Yet if God is not really this way, then how can His accommodation avoid the charge of 

being less than fully truthful? 

Response to Objection Five 

There is a significant difference between God‘s adapting to our finitude and His 

accommodating to error; He does the former, but not the latter. For instance, there is a big 

difference between a parent (1) telling the ―stork story‖ to a small child and (2) only telling part 

of the truth when the child first asks where babies come from and the mother says, ―From my 

tummy.‖ In a kind of progressive revelation, the mother may some years later explain how the 

baby gets inside her by saying, ―Daddy placed a seed there,‖ and so on. Each revelation is only 

part of the whole truth, but each is wholly true. This is in contrast to the stork story, which is 

wholly false in any literal sense of the term. 

Further, anthropomorphisms and figures of speech are appropriate forms of divine 

communication because they convey a literal truth: While they are not true literally; they are 

literally true. For example, when Jesus said, ―I am the Vine,‖ He was not literally a vine. 

However, it is literally true that He is the source of our spiritual nourishment. Even ―God is a 

rock,‖ while not true literally, is literally true when it is realized that God is the rocklike, firm, 

solid basis for our lives (see Volume 1, chapter 9, for an explanation of analogy). In short, there 

is nothing false about divine adaptation to finitude in metaphors and figures of speech. What they 

convey is literally true, even though it is not intended that they be taken as true literally, but only 

figuratively. 

GOD‘S OMNIBENEVOLENCE (ALL-LOVINGNESS) 
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One of the best-known moral attributes of God is His love. Some theologians stress God‘s 

love to the neglect of His holiness and justice; others diminish it by limiting it to only some 

people. The former tend toward universalism, while the latter use it as a basis for particularism, 

i.e., limited atonement (see Volume 3). 

It is debated by orthodox theologians whether goodness and love are the same thing or 

whether they are different. And, if different, whether love is an attribute of God or an activity of 

God. Some hold that goodness is an attribute of God and that love is an act of His goodness. But 

1 John 4:16 says God is love, seemingly applying the term to His essence. 

DEFINITION OF GOD‘S OMNIBENEVOLENCE 

If ―love‖ is defined as ―willing the good of its object,‖ then for all practical purposes ―love‖ 

and ―goodness‖ can be treated synonymously. Literally, the word omnibenevolent means ―all-

good.‖ Biblically, the basic Hebrew term for ―love‖ (chesed) used of God means ―goodness,‖ 

―affection,‖ ―good-will,‖ ―loving-kindness‖ or ―tender loving-kindness.‖ The Greek word agape 

used of God‘s love means ―benevolence,‖ a self-less ―sacrificial‖ love. Theologically, God‘s 

omnibenevolence refers to His infinite or unlimited goodness. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNIBENEVOLENCE 

The biblical basis for God‘s omnibenevolence is widespread: ―Yet the Lord set his affection 

on your forefathers and loved them, and he chose you, their descendants, above all the nations, as 

it is today‖ (Deut. 10:15). ―For I, the LORD, love justice; I hate robbery and iniquity‖ (Isa. 61:8). 

―In all their distress he too was distressed, and the angel of his presence saved them. In his love 

and mercy he redeemed them‖ (Isa. 63:9). ―The LORD appeared to us in the past, saying: ‗I have 

loved you with an everlasting love; I have drawn you with loving-kindness‘ ‖ (Jer. 31:3). ―The 

LORD said to me, ‗Go, show your love to your wife again, though she is loved by another and is 

an adulteress. Love her as the LORD loves the Israelites‘ ‖ (Hosea 3:1). ―I led them with cords of 

human kindness, with ties of love; I lifted the yoke from their neck and bent down to feed them‖ 

(Hosea 11:4). ―The LORD your God is with you, he is mighty to save. He will take great delight 

in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing‖ (Zeph. 3:17). 

―But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything 

back‖ (Luke 6:35). ―For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 

believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life‖ (John 3:16). ―God has poured out his love 

into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us‖ (Rom. 5:5). ―But God demonstrates his 

own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us‖ (Rom. 5:8). ―Who shall 

separate us from the love of Christ? … For I am convinced that neither death nor life … nor 

anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ 

Jesus our Lord‖ (Rom. 8:35–39). ―Christ‘s love compels us, because we are convinced that one 

died for all, and therefore all died‖ (2 Cor. 5:14). ―But because of his great love for us, God, who 

is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ‖ (Eph. 2:4–5). [Paul prayed] ―that you may know this 

love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God‖ 

(Eph. 3:19). ―Live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant 

offering and sacrifice to God‖ (Eph. 5:2). ―But when the kindness and love of God our Savior 

appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy‖ 

(Titus 3:4). ―How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called 
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children of God!‖ (1 John 3:1). ―This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his 

life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers‖ (1 John 3:16). ―Dear friends, let 

us love one another, for love comes from God‖ (1 John 4:7). ―Whoever does not love does not 

know God, because God is love‖ (1 John 4:8). ―This is how God showed his love among us: He 

sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him‖ (1 John 4:9). ―This is 

love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our 

sins‖ (1 John 4:10). ―And so we know and rely on the love God has for us. God is love. Whoever 

lives in love lives in God, and God in him‖ (1 John 4:16). 

Then, of course, there is the greatest description of love in the Bible—1 Corinthians 13: 

If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding 

gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all 

knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I 

give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain 

nothing. Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not 

rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not 

delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always 

perseveres. Love never fails.… And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the 

greatest of these is love. 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNIBENEVOLENCE 

God‘s omnibenevolence is logically connected to several of His metaphysical attributes. 

Granted that love is a characteristic of God, as the above verses demonstrate, He must be all-

loving. 

God‘s Infinity Implies Omnibenevolence 

God is infinite in His essence, and love is of the essence of God. Therefore, God is infinite 

love: His love can no more be limited than His nature, and His nature is unlimited. 

God‘s Simplicity Implies Omnibenevolence 

Again, love is of the essence of God (1 John 4:16), and God is simple in His essence; that is, 

He is indivisible, having no parts. Thus, God cannot be partly anything: Whatever a simple 

Being is, it is wholly and completely. Hence, God must be wholly and completely love. 

God‘s Necessity Implies Omnibenevolence 

God‘s necessity (see chapter 3) implies that He is all-loving, for a necessary Being is what it 

is necessarily. God is love; therefore, God necessarily is love—He cannot not love. God by His 

very nature must love. 

Some Implications of God‘s Omnibenevolence. 

A number of important implications follow from the omnibenevolence of God; two are worth 

noting here. One is related to His omnipotence, and the other to the extent of salvation. 



 
593 

Implications for the Doctrine of Irresistible Grace 

All Calvinists believe in some form of irresistible grace: Strong Calvinists believe grace is 

irresistible on the unwilling, and moderate Calvinists believe it is irresistible on the willing (see 

Volume 3, chapter 3). But in view of God‘s omnibenevolence, it follows that grace cannot be 

irresistible on the unwilling, for a God of complete love cannot force anyone to act against his 

will. Forced love is intrinsically impossible: A loving God can work persuasively, but not 

coercively. 

Implications for Universalism 

Another implication of God‘s omnibenevolence is that it renders universalism untenable, for 

in spite of the fact that an omnipotent God can do whatever is possible, an omnibenevolent God 

will only do what is moral. And it is not morally right to force moral beings against their will. 

God wants all to be saved, but it is not possible morally to save people against their will (by 

irresistible grace on the unwilling). Hence, there is no guarantee that all people will be saved. 

God can only save the willing; His omnibenevolence will not allow Him to do everything His 

omnipotence could otherwise do (see Volume 3, chapter 13). 

On the other hand, if strong Calvinism is correct, and God can force people by irresistible 

grace to be saved, then the only way they can avoid universalism is to deny that God is 

omnibenevolent. If God can save anyone He wants to save, even apart from free choice, and if 

God really loves all and wants all to be saved, then all will be saved (universalism). Thus, the 

only true way to avoid universalism is to insist that God is all-loving and, as such, cannot coerce 

free choices, because it is contradictory to do so, and God cannot do what is contradictory. 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S OMNIBENEVOLENCE 

Church history gives abundant testimony to God‘s omnibenevolence. This is true of every 

period, beginning with the patristic Fathers. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Omnibenevolence 

Mathetes 

For God, the Lord and Fashioner of all things, who made all things, and assigned them their 

several positions, proved Himself not merely a friend of mankind, but also long-suffering [in His 

dealings with them]. Yea, He was always of such a character, and still is, and will ever be, kind and 

good, and free from [unjustified] wrath, and true, and the only one who is [absolutely] good; and He 

formed in His mind a great and unspeakable conception, which He communicated to His Son alone. 

(EMD, 8 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, 1) 

Justin Martyr 

Therefore we must confess that He, who is ever the same, has commanded these and such like 

institutions on account of sinful men, and we must declare Him to be benevolent, foreknowing, 

needing nothing, righteous and good. (DJ in ibid., 1.389) 

Clement of Alexandria 
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―God himself is love‖ (ibid., 2.1218). 

It is then now clear to us, from what has been said, that the beneficence of God is eternal, and 

that, from an unbeginning principle, equal natural righteousness reached all, according to the worth of 

each several race, never having had a beginning. For God did not make a beginning of being Lord and 

Good, being always what He is. Nor will He ever cease to do good, although He bring all things to an 

end. And each one of us is a partaker of His beneficence, as far as He wills. For the difference of the 

elect is made by the intervention of a choice worthy of the soul, and by exercise. (S, 5.14 in ibid., II) 

Theophilus 

You will say, then, to me, ―Do you, who see God, explain to me the appearance of God?‖ Hear, O 

man. The appearance of God is ineffable and indescribable, and cannot be seen by eyes of flesh. For 

in glory He is incomprehensible, in greatness unfathomable, in height inconceivable, in power 

incomparable, in wisdom unrivaled, in goodness inimitable, in kindness unutterable.… For if I say He 

is Light, I name but His own work; if I call Him Word, I name but His sovereignty; if I call Him 

Mind, I speak but of His wisdom; if I say He is Spirit, I speak of His breath; if I call Him Wisdom, I 

speak of His offspring; if I call Him Strength, I speak of His sway; if I call Him Power, I am 

mentioning His activity; if Providence, I but mention His goodness; if I call Him Kingdom, I but 

mention His glory; if I call Him Lord, I mention His being judge; if I call Him Judge, I speak of Him 

as being just; if I call Him Father, I speak of all things as being from Him; if I call Him Fire, I but 

mention His anger. (TA, 1:4 in ibid., III) 

Tertullian 

―We first of all indeed know God Himself by the teaching of Nature, calling Him God of 

gods, taking for granted that He is good‖ (C, 1.4.6 in ibid., III). ―And as God is good, He so 

loves infants as to have blessed the midwives in Egypt, when they protected the infants of the 

Hebrews which were in peril from Pharaoh‘s command‖ (FBAM, 4.23 in ibid.). 

Origen 

―This just and good God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, Himself gave the law and the 

prophets, and the Gospels, being also the God of the apostles and of the Old and New 

Testaments‖ (DP, preface 4.1 in ibid., 4). 

Are we to suppose that that Providence which in the sacred Scriptures has ministered to the 

edification of all the Churches of Christ, had no thought for those bought with a price, for whom 

Christ died; whom, although His Son, God who is love spared not, but gave Him up for us all, that 

with Him He might freely give us all things? (DP, 414 in ibid.) 

The Medieval Fathers on God‘s Omnibenevolence 

During the Middle Ages, Christian thinkers undergirded the love of God with a strong 

metaphysical structure. They grounded it in His necessity, unchangeability, and infinity. 

Augustine 

There is, accordingly, a good which alone is simple and, therefore, which alone is 

unchangeable—and this is God. This good has created all goods; but these are not simple and, 

therefore, they are mutable. They were created, I repeat, that is, they were made, not begotten. For, 
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what is begotten of the simple good is likewise simple and is what the Begetter is. These two we call 

the Father and the Son and, together with their Spirit, are one God. (CG, 11.10) 
Aught else except Thee there was not whence Thou mightest create these things, O God, One 

Trinity, and Triune Unity; and, therefore, out of nothing didst Thou create heaven and earth—a great 

thing and a small—because Thou art Almighty and Good, to make all things good, even the great 

heaven and the small earth. Thou wast, and there was nought else from which Thou didst create 

heaven and earth; two such things, one near unto Thee, the other near to nothing—one to which Thou 

shouldest be superior, the other to which nothing should be inferior. (C, 12.7) 

Anselm 

Again, 

What then are You, Lord God, You than whom nothing greater can be thought? But what are You 

save that supreme being, existing through Yourself alone, who made everything else from nothing? 

For whatever is not this is less than that which can be thought of but this cannot be thought about 

You. What goodness, then, could be wanting to the supreme good, through which every good exists? 

Thus You are just, truthful, happy, and whatever it is better to be than not to be—for it is better to be 

just rather than unjust, and happy rather than unhappy. 

That there is only one God and not several, we easily establish because either God is not the 

supreme good, or there are several supreme goods, or there is one sole God and not several. And no 

one denies that God is the supreme good, since anything less than something is in no way God, and 

anything not the supreme good is less than something, since it is less than the supreme good. The 

supreme good surely does not allow that there be duplication of itself, so that there be several 

supreme goods. For if there are several supreme goods, they are equal. But the supreme good is the 

good that surpasses other goods, so that it has neither an equal nor anything that surpasses it. 

Therefore, there is one and only one supreme good. Therefore, there is one and only one God and not 

several gods, just as there is one and only one supreme good, and as there is one and only one 

supreme substance or essence or nature (which the same argument as in the case of the supreme good 

proves cannot be in any way affirmed of several things). (ACMW, 89, 248) 

Thomas Aquinas 

―And when it is said, None is good but God alone, this is to be understood of essential 

goodness‖ (ST, la.6.2). 

He is not directed to anything else as to an end, but is Himself the last end of all things. Hence it 

is manifest that God alone has every kind of perfection by His own essence; therefore He Himself 

alone is good essentially, (ibid., la.6.3) 
God loves all existing things. For all existing things, insofar as they exist, are good; since the 

existence of a thing is itself a good; and likewise, whatever perfection it possesses. Now it has been 

shown above [Q. 19, A. 4] that God‘s will is the cause of all things. It must needs be, therefore, that a 

thing has existence, or any kind of good, only inasmuch as it is willed by God. To every existing 

thing, then, God wills some good. Hence, since to love anything is nothing else than to will good to 

that thing, it is manifest that God loves everything that exists, (ibid., la.20.2) 
For good is attributed to God inasmuch as all desired perfections flow from Him as from the first 

cause. They do not, however, flow from Him as from a univocal agent … but as from an agent which 

does not agree with its effects either in species or genus.… Therefore, as good is in God as in the first, 

it must be in Him in a most excellent way; and therefore He is called the supreme good, (ibid., la.6.2) 

The Reformation Leaders on God‘s Omnibenevolence 
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With their powerful stress on God‘s gracious provision of salvation, the Reformers placed a 

strong emphasis on God‘s love. This is evident in their focus on God‘s unconditional election 

and unmerited favor toward sinners. 

Martin Luther 

Wherefore He has bidden us, in the Lord‘s Prayer, to pray for nothing more than our daily bread, 

so that we may live and act in fear and know that at no hour are we sure of either life or property, but 

may await and receive everything from His hands. That is what true faith does. Indeed we daily see in 

many of God‘s works that things must happen thus, whether it suits us or not. (WL, 4.20) 
God indeed gives to some many good things and richly adorns them, as He did Lucifer in heaven. 

He scatters His gifts broadcast among the multitude; but He does not therefore regard them. His good 

things are merely gifts, that last but for a season; but His grace and regard are the inheritance, which 

lasts forever, (ibid., 3.159) 
True, the malicious devil deceived and seduced Adam; but we ought to consider that, soon after 

the fall, Adam received the promise of the woman‘s seed that should crush the serpent‘s head, and 

should bless the people on earth. Therefore, we must acknowledge that the goodness and mercy of the 

Father, who sent his Son to be our Savior, is immeasurably great towards the wicked ungovernable 

world. Let, therefore, his good will be acceptable unto thee, oh, man, and speculate not with thy 

devilish queries, thy whys and thy wherefores, touching God‘s words and works. For God, who is 

creator of all creatures, and orders all things according to his unsearchable will and wisdom, is not 

pleased with such questionings. (TT, 33) 

John Calvin
1
 

Therefore, in order that all ground of offense may be removed, and he may completely reconcile 

us to himself, he, by means of the expiation set forth in the death of Christ, abolishes all the evil that 

is in us, so that we, formerly impure and unclean, now appear in his sight just and holy. Accordingly, 

God the Father, by his love, prevents and anticipates our reconciliation in Christ. Nay, it is because he 

first loves us, that he afterwards reconciles us to himself. But because the iniquity, which deserves the 

indignation of God, remains in us until the death of Christ comes to our aid, and that iniquity is in his 

sight accursed and condemned, we are not admitted to full and sure communion with God, unless 

insofar as Christ unites us. (ICR, 2.16.3) 
The other course, which has a closer relation to faith, remains to be considered—viz., that while 

we observe how God has destined all things for our good and salvation, we at the same time feel his 

power and grace, both in ourselves and in the great blessings which he has bestowed upon us, thence 

stirring up ourselves to confidence in him, to invocation, praise, and love, (ibid., 1.14.22) 

The Post Reformation Theologians on God‘s Omnibenevolence 

Jacob Arminius 

The Goodness of the Essence of God is that according to which it is, essentially in itself, the 

Supreme and very Good; from a participation in which all other things have an existence and are 

good; and to which all other things are to be referred as to their supreme end: For this reason it is 

called communicable. (WJA, 1.442) 

                                                           
1
 See also extensive citations from Calvin on God’s redemptive love for all persons in Volume 3, chapter 12. 
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Love is an affection of union in God; whose objects are not only God himself and the good of 

justice, but also the creature, imitating or related to God either according to likeness, or only 

according to impress, and the felicity of the creature … God loves himself with complacency in the 

perfection of his own nature, wherefore He likewise enjoys himself. He also loves himself with the 

love of complacency in his effects produced externally; both in acts and works which are specimens 

and evident, infallible indications of that perfection. 
Grace is a certain adjunct of Goodness and Love, by which is signified that God is affected to 

communicate his own good and to love the creatures, not through merit or of debt, not by any cause 

impelling from without; nor that something may be added to God himself, but that it may be well 

with him on whom the good is bestowed and who is beloved, which may also receive the name 

―Liberality.‖ According to this, God is said to be ―rich in Goodness, Mercy,‖ etc. (ibid., 456) 

Stephen Charnock 

Every creature is capable of a death in sin. ―None is good but God,‖ and none is naturally free 

from change but God, which excludes every creature from the same prerogative; and certainly, if one 

angel sinned, all might have sinned, because there was the same root of mutability in one as well as 

another. It is as impossible for a creature to be a Creator, as for a creature to have naturally an 

incommunicable property of the Creator. All things, whether angels or men, are made of nothing, and 

therefore, capable of defection; because a creature being made of nothing, cannot be good, or 

essentially good, but by participation from another. (EAG, 2.230) 
Pure and perfect goodness is only the royal prerogative of God; goodness is a choice perfection of 

the Divine nature. This is the true and genuine character of God; he is good, he is goodness, good in 

himself, good in his essence, good in the highest degree, (ibid., 2.214) 
God is good himself, and to himself … whereby he loves himself and his own excellency; but as 

it stands in relation to his creatures, it is that perfection of God whereby he delights in his works, and 

is beneficial to them. God is the highest goodness, because he doth not act from his own profit, but 

for his creatures‘ welfare, and the manifestation of his own goodness, (ibid., 2.219) 
God gave him a law, taken from the depths of his holy nature, and suited to the original faculties 

of man. The rules which God hath fixed in the world, are not the resolves of bare will, but the result 

particularly from the goodness of his nature; they are nothing else but the transcripts of his infinite 

detestation of sin, as he is the unblemished governor of the world, (ibid., 2.128) 
God only is originally good, good of himself. All created goodness is a rivulet from this fountain, 

but Divine goodness hath no spring; God depends upon no other for his goodness; he hath it in, and 

of, himself: man hath no goodness from himself, God hath no goodness from without himself: his 

goodness is no more derived from another than his being; if we were good by any external thing, that 

thing must be before him, or after him; if before him, he was not then himself from eternity; if after 

him, he was not good in himself from eternity, (ibid., 2.210–11) 

R. L. Dabney 

―The world is full of the goodness of the Lord.‖ I only aim to classify the evidences that God is 

benevolent. And [first], generally: since God is the original Cause of all things, all the happiness 

amidst His works is of His doing; and therefore proves His benevolence. [Second], more definitely: 

the natures of all orders of sentient beings, if not violated, are constructed, in the main, to secure their 

appropriate well-being. Instance the insect, the fish, the bird, the ox, the man. [Third], many things 

occur in the special providence of God which show Him benevolent; such as providing remedial 

medicines, etc., for pain, and special interpositions in danger. [Fourth], God might, compatibly with 

justice, have satisfied Himself with so adapting external nature to man‘s senses and mind as to make 

it minister to his being and intelligence, and thus secure the true end of his existence, without, in so 
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doing, making it pleasant to his senses. Our food and drink might have nourished us, our senses of 

sight and hearing might have informed us, without making food sweet, light beautiful, and sounds 

melodious to us.… Such, in a word, is God‘s goodness, that He turns aside to strew incidental 

enjoyment. The more unessential these are to His main end, the stronger the argument. [Fifth], God 

has made all the beneficent emotions—love, sympathy, benevolence, forgiveness, delightful in their 

exercise; and all the malevolent ones, as resentment, envy, revenge, painful to their subjects; thus 

teaching us that He would have us propagate happiness and diminish pain. Last: Conscience, which is 

God‘s imperative, enjoins benevolence on us as one duty, whenever compatible with others. 

Benevolence is therefore God‘s will; and doubtless He who wills us to be so, is benevolent Himself. 

(LST, 52) 

Francis Turretin 

The goodness of God is that by which he is conceived not only absolutely and in himself as 

supremely good and perfect (as it were) and the only good (autoagathon, Mark 10:18) because he is 

such originally, perfectly and immutably; but also relatively and extrinsically as beneficent towards 

creatures (which is called benignity) because it is of the reason of good to be communicative of itself. 
Although the goodness of God extends itself to all creatures, yet not equally, but exhibits the 

greatest diversity in the communication of good. Hence one is general (by which he follows all 

creatures, Ps. 36:6–7); another special (which has respect to men, Acts 14:17) and another most 

special (relating to the elect and referred to in Ps. 73:1: ―God is good to Israel‖). If you seek the 

causes of this diversity, various ones can be assigned besides his will: (1) It was in accordance with 

his supreme dominion to show the most free power in diffusing his gifts (which in this inequality is 

exhibited in the highest manner). (2) The wisdom of God demanded that a certain order should exist 

in things (which is beheld in the connection of superiors and inferiors). (3) It conduced to the beauty 

of the universe (which creatures differing in form, actions and qualities render perfect). (4) It afforded 

a better demonstration of the inexhaustible fountain of divine goodness, since one creature could not 

receive the full communication of good (thus it should be imparted to more). (IET, 1.241) 

William G. T. Shedd 

The Goodness of God is the Divine essence viewed as energizing benevolently, and kindly, 

towards the creature. It is an emanant, or transitive attribute issuing forth from the Divine nature, and 

aiming to promote the welfare and happiness of the universe. It is not that attribute by which God is 

good; but by which he does good. As good in himself, God is holy; as showing goodness to others, he 

is good or kind. (DT, 385) 
In Luke 18:19, the reference is to benevolence, not to holiness: ―None is good save one, that is 

God.‖ (ibid., 377) 

J. I. Packer 

[The] assertion that God is love [tells us] that, in other words, the love which he shows to 

humanity, and which Christians know and rejoice in, is a revelation of his own inner being. (KG, 119) 
The measure of love is how much it gives, and the measure of the love of God is the gift of his 

only Son to become human, and to die for sins, and so to become the one mediator who can bring us 

to God. The New Testament writers constantly point to the cross of Christ as the crowning proof of 

the reality and boundlessness of God‘s love, (ibid., 125) 
God‘s love is an exercise of his goodness towards sinners. As such, it has the nature of grace and 

mercy. It is an outgoing of God in kindness which not merely is undeserved, but is actually contrary 

to desert; for the objects of God‘s love are rational creatures who have broken God‘s law, whose 
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nature is corrupt in God‘s sight, and who merit only condemnation and final banishment from his 

presence, (ibid., 123) 

OBJECTION TO GOD‘S OMNIBENVOLENCE 

Objection One—Based on the Idea That Necessary Love Is Contradictory 

Love is a free act, flowing from one‘s free choice. A person cannot be forced to love; forced 

love is contradictory. If this is so, then love cannot flow from the essence of God, since God‘s 

essence is necessary. Hence, love cannot be of the essence of God: If it were, then God would be 

forced to love, which is contradictory. In other words, God loves because He wants to love, not 

because He has to love. Thus, love and necessity are incompatible. 

Response to Objection One 

Love and necessity are not contradictory, but love and compulsion are. It is of the nature of 

God to love, and since God‘s nature is necessary, it is necessary that God love. In addition, since 

love is a free act, it is necessary that God loves freely. Therefore, it is not contradictory for love 

to be both necessary and free: It simply means that God, by His very nature, must love. His will 

is in accord with His nature; consequently, His freely chosen love is in accordance with His 

necessary and unchanging nature. For instance, since God is essentially good, He cannot love 

evil. Likewise, He is not free to not be loving. God is free only within the bounds of His nature. 

Since God is just, He cannot love injustice or love in an unjust way. It is of God‘s essence that 

He love, but it is also of His essence that He loves freely. Nothing forces God to be loving; it 

comes naturally to Him. 

Objection Two—Based on God‘s Unique Love for the Elect 
2
 

Strong Calvinists, who rightly deny universal atonement, claim that God does not love all 

people in a saving way, insisting that Christ died only for the elect. If this is so, then God would 

not be omnibenevolent. Some of the passages they appeal to include the following (emphasis 

added): ―For he chose us in him before the creation of the world‖ (Eph. 1:4); ―For what I 

received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the 

Scriptures‖ (1 Cor. 15:3); ―I lay down my life for [my] sheep‖ (John 10:15); ―Husbands, love 

your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her‖ (Eph. 5:25); ―In him we 

[believers] were also chosen‖ (Eph. 1:11). Christ‘s death is allegedly always for those who do or 

will (cf. John 20:29) believe in Him (cf. Gal. 1:3–4; Titus 2:14; 1 Peter 3:18). 

Response to Objection Two 

The fact that in some passages only believers are mentioned as the object of Christ‘s death 

does not prove the Atonement is limited, for several reasons (see Volume 3, chapter 12). 

First, when the Bible uses terms like ―we,‖ ―our,‖ or ―us‖ of the Atonement, it speaks only of 

those to whom it has been applied, not for all those for whom it was provided. In doing so it does 

                                                           
2
 For a more complete response to the doctrine of limited atonement, see Volume 3. 
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not thereby limit the Atonement in its possible application to all humanity; it speaks only of 

some to whom it has been already applied. 

Second, the fact that Jesus loves His bride and died for her (Eph. 5:25) does not mean that 

God does not love the whole world and desire all to be part of His bride, the church. Indeed, as 

the verses below will show, ―God so loved the world that he gave His only son‖ (John 3:16). 

Third, this reasoning overlooks the fact that there are many passages that do declare Jesus 

died for more than the elect (John 3:16; Rom. 5:6; 2 Cor. 5:19; Heb. 2:9; 1 John 2:2). 

Fourth, nowhere in the New Testament does it say, ―Christ died only for the elect,‖ even 

though all of these words are part of the common vocabulary of the New Testament writers. 

Fifth, and finally, numerous times the New Testament proclaims in so many words that ―God 

so loved the world‖ (John. 3:16); that ―one [Christ] died for all‖ (2 Cor. 5:14); Jesus came to 

―taste death for everyone‖ (Heb. 2:9); God ―wants all men to be saved‖ (1 Tim. 2:4); Christ 

―gave himself as a ransom for all‖ (1 Tim. 2:6); ―He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not 

only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world‖ (1 John 2:2); ―There were also false 

prophets … even denying the sovereign Lord who bought them‖ (2 Peter 2:1); ―He is patient 

with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance‖ (2 Peter 3:9). 

Sixth, even though Paul says Christ died for the Corinthians (1 Cor. 1:13) it does not mean he 

died only for them. 

Objection Three—Based on God‘s Loving Jacob and Hating Esau 

According to Romans 9, God loved Jacob and hated Esau (v. 13). He has mercy on some, but 

not on others (v. 5:15). He destines some to destruction and not others (v. 22). He hardens the 

hearts of some in unbelief, but not others (v. 5:18). From this it seems obvious that God is not 

omnibenevolent when it comes to salvation. 

Response to Objection Three 

In response, it should be pointed out that this is not a correct interpretation of these texts, for 

several reasons. 

First, this passage is not speaking about electing individuals, but nations. ―Esau‖ is the nation 

of Edom that came from him (cf. Mal. 1:2–3), and ―Jacob‖ is the nation of Israel that came from 

him (cf. 9:13). 

Second, the election of the nation was temporal, not eternal; that is, Israel was chosen as a 

national channel through which the eternal blessing of salvation through Christ would come to 

all people (cf. Gen. 12:1–3; Rom. 9:4–5). Not every individual in Israel was elected to be saved 

(9:6). 

Third, ―hate‖ means to love less; it does not mean not to love at all or not to will the good of 

the person. This is evident from Genesis 29:30: The phrase ―loved Rachel more than Leah‖ is 

used as the equivalent of ―Leah was hated‖ (cf. also Matt. 10:37). 

Fourth, Pharaoh hardened his own heart against God (cf. Ex. 7:13–14; 8:15, 19, 32) before 

God hardened it (Ex. 9:12). The purpose of the plagues upon Egypt was to get Pharaoh to repent; 

since he refused, the result was that his heart was hardened. As we have seen before, the same 

sun that melts wax hardens clay. The problem is not with the sun, but with the receptivity of the 

agent it is acting upon. 
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Fifth, the ―vessels of wrath‖ in Romans 9 (v. 22 NKJV) were not destined to destruction 

against their will. Indeed, they were such because they rejected God as He ―endured with much 

longsuffering,‖ waiting for them to repent (cf. 2 Peter 3:9). 

Sixth, and finally, to take this passage out of its context and use it to support limited love is to 

go against numerous clear affirmations of God‘s universal saving love for all (see Volume 3). 

Objection Four—Based on the Notion That Omnibenevolence Leads to Universalism 

If God loves all people and desires all of them to be saved, then why are not all people 

saved? He is omnipotent, and an all powerful Being can do whatever He wants to do, can‘t He? 

Further, God is sovereign and in control of all things (see chapter 23): His will cannot be 

thwarted, and He also accomplishes whatever He sets out to do (Isa. 55:11). But if He can 

accomplish whatever He desires, and if He desires to save all, then doesn‘t it follow that all will 

be saved (universalism) ? 

Response to Objection Four 

God‘s ultimate will is always accomplished, but His immediate mil is not. God wills some 

things conditionally and some unconditionally. Salvation is one of those things that is willed on 

the condition of our free will (John 1:12; Matt. 23:37). God does not desire that anyone perish, 

but that all should repent (2 Peter 3:9). But not all will repent; hence, not all will be saved. Jesus 

lamented, ―O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how 

often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, 

but you were not willing‘ (Matt. 23:37, emphasis added). 

God is all-powerful, but He cannot do anything: He cannot do what is contradictory, and He 

cannot go against His own nature. For example, ―It is impossible for God to lie‖ (Heb. 6:18), and 

―He cannot disown Himself‖ (2 Tim. 2:13). Once again, God cannot force someone to freely 

love Him. So while God is all-powerful, He must exercise His power in accordance with His 

love, and His love cannot force someone to love Him. 

Objection Five—Based on God‘s Having Power That Is Not Used 

It is objected by strong Calvinists that God does not have to exercise love toward everyone 

just because He is all-loving any more than God must exercise His power toward everyone just 

because He is omnipotent. That is, God can have more love than He uses, just as He has more 

power than He uses; thus, God does not have to love everyone simply because He is all-loving. 

Response to Objection Five 

First of all, love is a moral attribute of God; power is a nonmoral attribute. It is a category 

mistake to confuse them. Moral attributes bind God to act in a certain way because they are 

moral attributes, while nonmoral attributes do not. 

Further, it is inconsistent to argue, as strong Calvinists do, that God must always act justly 

because He is all-just, but that He does not always have to act lovingly simply because He is all-

loving. If this were the case, then God‘s justice would not obligate Him to condemn all sin—but 

it does. Therefore, His love binds Him to love all sinners as well. Love is just as essential to God 

as justice. God is a simple, necessary, and infinite Being; hence, whatever attribute He has, He 
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must have completely, necessarily, and infinitely. Thus, God cannot be all-loving unless He 

shows love to all any more than He can be all-just unless He shows justice to all. In brief, if God 

is absolute truth, He must tell the truth to all. If God is all-just, He must be just to all. And if He 

is all-loving, He must be loving to all. 

Objection Six—Based on What Sinners Deserve 

By virtue of being a sinner, one gets what he deserves—justice. But grace is getting what one 

does not deserve. Hence, there is nothing in a sinner by which he deserves God‘s grace. 

Response to Objection Six 

We are saved by God‘s grace, but grace isn‘t deserved by any sinner. Rather, justice demands 

that sin be condemned. There is nothing in a sinner that prompts God to save him; instead, 

justice must condemn him. However, there is something in God that prompts Him to save 

sinners, namely, His love. Since God is all-loving by nature, He must try to save them. So God 

does not have to show love because we deserve it (we don‘t), but because His nature demands it. 

Love is not an arbitrary attribute of God; it is rooted in His necessary nature. 

Objection Seven—Based on the Presence of Evil 

This objection states that if God were all-powerful and all-loving, there would not be any 

evil. But there is evil; consequently, if God is all-powerful, then He cannot be all-loving. God is 

all-powerful (see chapter 7); therefore, God cannot be all-loving, for an all-powerful God can 

defeat evil and an all-loving God would defeat evil. Evil is not defeated; it seems to follow, then, 

that if God is all-powerful He cannot be all-loving (see Volume 3, chapter 6). 

Response to Objection Seven 

The above conclusion does not follow, though, because it wrongly assumes that since evil is 

not yet defeated it never will be defeated. To affirm that evil never will be defeated would 

assume omniscience, which only God has. Indeed, since it has already been shown that the Bible 

is God‘s Word (see Volume 1, part 2), we have the basis for asserting that evil will one day be 

vanquished (see Rev. 20–22). 

Since God is both omniscient (see chapter 8) and omnipotent, we know that evil will be 

defeated, for an all-knowing God knows the end from the beginning, and an all-good God will 

assure that it is a good ending (where evil is defeated), and an all-powerful God can achieve what 

He knows will come to pass. Therefore, evil will be defeated someday, namely, when God by 

His predetermined foreknowledge has decided that it will be defeated. 

CONCLUSION 

God is not only completely truthful, but He is absolutely good. He has not only perfect 

integrity, but He has perfect charity (love). In short, He is all-truthful and all-loving. It is 

impossible for Him to lie (Heb. 6:18), and He is love by His very nature (1 John 4:16). As such, 

these attributes provide complete confidence in His pronouncements and promises. His work 
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cannot be broken or perish (John 10:35; Matt. 5:17–18); likewise, we can trust that His love will 

never fail us (Rom. 8:35–39). 

While God possesses truth and love in an absolute sense, He is able to communicate them to 

us in a limited degree. Hence, these moral attributes are called communicable characteristics of 

God. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

GOD‘S MERCY AND WRATH 

Another pair of God‘s moral characteristics is mercy and wrath. While some mistakenly 

believe these are incompatible, they, in fact, form a unity within the character of God. 

There is, however, a legitimate question raised as to whether mercy and wrath are attributes 

of God or activities that flow from other attributes. Even if they are acts, not attributes, there are, 

nonetheless, deep-seated attributes (such as goodness and justice) from which these actions 

proceed. 

GOD‘S MERCY 

Regardless of whether mercy is itself an attribute or an activity of God, it is deeply rooted in 

His unchangeable nature. As such, it reveals something extremely important about God‘s 

character. 

THE DEFINITION OF MERCY IN GENERAL 

There are several Hebrew words that are associated with God‘s mercy. Kapporeth (from 

kopher) means ―ransom,‖ ―propitiatory,‖ or ―the mercy seat,‖ where the blood of atonement was 

offered to God. Racham means ―to love,‖ ―to have compassion,‖ or ―to show mercy.‖ Chesed 

means ―goodness,‖ ―kindness,‖ ―mercifulness,‖ or ―loving-kindness.‖ 

There are Greek words associated with mercy in the New Testament. Eleemon (from eleeo) 

means ―to show mercy,‖ ―to pity,‖ ―to have compassion,‖ or ―to be merciful.‖ Eleemon depicts a 

merciful, sympathetic attitude, used of humans (Matt. 5:7) as well as of Christ (Heb. 2:17). Eleos 

is employed of one human toward another (Matt. 9:13; 12:7; Luke 10:37) as well as of God 

toward human beings (Luke 1:50, 58; Gal. 6:16; Rom. 15:9; Titus 3:5; Rom. 9:23; 11:31; Jude 

1:2). Oiktirmos carries the idea of ―compassion‖ or ―pity,‖ whether of God (James 5:11) or of 

people (Luke 6:36). 

The word mercy is used of human beings in saving a life (Gen. 19:19); in prospering a 

journey (Gen. 24:27); in delivering from prison (Gen. 39:21); in not destroying lives (Jude 1:20); 

in receiving the favor of the king (Ezra 7:28; 9:9); and in answer to prayer to receive the favor of 

another person (Neh. 1:11). Of course, as will be seen, God‘s mercy is all of this and more (cf. 

Job 37:13; Ps. 4:1). 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S MERCY 

Several characteristics are associated with God‘s mercy: It is unfailing, unchanging, 

everlasting, and manifest in great compassion. 
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God‘s Mercy Is Rooted in His Goodness and Love 

―In your unfailing love you will lead the people you have redeemed‖ (Ex. 15:13). ―[He is] 

maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not 

leave the guilty unpunished‖ (Ex. 34:7). ―The LORD is slow to anger, abounding in love and 

forgiving sin and rebellion. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished.… In accordance with 

your great love, forgive the sin of these people, just as you have pardoned them from the time 

they left Egypt until now‖ (Num. 14:18–19). ―Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good‖ (1 Chron. 

16:34). ―They raised their voices in praise to the LORD and sang: ‗He is good‘ ‖ (2 Chron. 5:13). 

―When all the Israelites saw the fire coming down and the glory of the LORD above the temple, 

they knelt on the pavement with their faces to the ground, and they worshiped and gave thanks to 

the Lord, saying, ‗He is good‘ ‖ (2 Chron. 7:3). ―With praise and thanksgiving they sang to the 

LORD: ‗He is good; his love to Israel endures forever.‘ And all the people gave a great shout of 

praise to the LORD‖ (Ezra 3:11). 

God‘s Mercy Is Great 

―Your servant has found favor in your eyes, and you have shown great kindness to me in 

sparing my life‖ (Gen. 19:19). ―In accordance with your great love, forgive the sin of these 

people, just as you have pardoned them from the time they left Egypt until now‖ (Num. 14:19). 

―Solomon answered, ‗You have shown great kindness to your servant, my father David, because 

he was faithful to you and righteous and upright in heart. You have continued this great kindness 

to him and have given him a son to sit on his throne this very day‘ ‖ (1 Kings 3:6). ―Remember 

me for this also, O my God, and show mercy to me according to your great love‖ (Neh. 13:22). 

―Solomon answered God, ‗You have shown great kindness to David my father and have made 

me king in his place‘ ‖ (2 Chron. 1:8). ―Then I commanded the Levites to purify themselves and 

go and guard the gates in order to keep the Sabbath day holy. Remember me for this also, O my 

God, and show mercy to me according to your great love‖ (Neh. 13:22). 

God‘s Mercy Is Everlasting 

God is faithful forever in His covenant and mercy. ―Know therefore that the LORD your God 

is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those 

who love him and keep his commands‖ (Deut. 7:9). ―But my love will never be taken away from 

him, as I took it away from Saul, whom I removed from before you‖ (2 Sam. 7:15). ―He gives 

his king great victories; he shows unfailing kindness to his anointed, to David and his 

descendants forever‖ (2 Sam. 22:51). ―Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; his love endures 

forever‖ (1 Chron. 16:34). ―With them were Heman and Jeduthun and the rest of those chosen 

and designated by name to give thanks to the LORD, ‗for his love endures forever‘ ‖ (1 Chron. 

16:41). ―They raised their voices in praise to the Lord and sang, ‗He is good; his love endures 

forever.‘ Then the temple of the LORD was filled with a cloud‖ (2 Chron. 5:13). ―The priests took 

their positions, as did the Levites with the LORD‘S musical instruments, which King David had 

made for praising the LORD and which were used when he gave thanks, saying, ‗His love endures 

forever‘ ‖ (2 Chron. 7:6). ―After consulting the people, Jehoshaphat appointed men to sing to the 

LORD and to praise him for the splendor of his holiness as they went out at the head of the army, 

saying, ‗Give thanks to the Lord, for his love endures forever‘ ‖ (2 Chron. 20:21). ―Who is a God 
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like you, who pardons sin and forgives the transgression of the remnant of his inheritance? You 

do not stay angry forever but delight to show mercy‖ (Micah 7:18). 

God‘s Mercy Is Faithful 

―In your unfailing love you will lead the people you have redeemed. In your strength you 

will guide them to your holy dwelling‖ (Ex. 15:13). ―Know therefore that the LORD your God is 

God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who 

love him and keep his commands‖ (Deut. 7:9). ―Praise be to the Lord, the God of my master 

Abraham, who has not abandoned his kindness and faithfulness to my master‖ (Gen. 24:27). 

―May kindness and faithfulness be with you‖ (2 Sam. 15:20). ―If you pay attention to these laws 

and are careful to follow them, then the LORD your God will keep his covenant of love with you, 

as he swore to your forefathers‖ (Deut. 7:12). ―O LORD, God of Israel, there is no God like you 

in heaven above or on earth below—you who keep your covenant of love with your servants who 

continue wholeheartedly in your way‖ (1 Kings 8:23). ―I will be his father, and he will be my 

son. I will never take my love away from him, as I took it away from your predecessor‖ (1 

Chron. 17:13). ―Then I said, ‗O LORD, God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who keeps 

his covenant of love with those who love him and obey his commands‘ ‖ (Neh. 1:5). ―Now 

therefore, O our God, the great, mighty and awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love, do 

not let all this hardship seem trifling in your eyes‖ (Neh. 9:32). 

God‘s Mercy Is Essential 

God‘s mercy is essential, because it is eternal (2 Sam. 22:51), unfailing (Ex. 15:13), 

unconditional (Deut. 7:9),
1
 flows from His unchanging goodness (Deut. 7:9; Num. 14:18–19), 

does not need to be provoked like wrath (Deut. 9:7–8) but comes naturally (Jer. 44:8), is 

associated with His faithfulness (Gen. 24:27; cf. 2 Tim. 2:13), is exercised on all who want it, not 

only some (John 6:37), and, like other moral attributes, is rooted in God‘s unchanging nature 

(e.g., truth [cf. Heb. 6:18], justice, and perfection). These properties are from His nature, not 

from an arbitrary will; indeed, God said, ―I have done nothing … without cause‖ (Ezek. 14:23). 

God‘s Mercy Is Unfailing 

―In your unfailing love you will lead the people you have redeemed. In your strength you 

will guide them to your holy dwelling‖ (Ex. 15:13). 

God‘s Mercy Is Longsuffering 

―The LORD is slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion. Yet he does 

not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and 

fourth generation‖ (Num. 14:18). 

God‘s Mercy Is Received by the Repentant 

                                                           
1
 See “Response to Objection Three” below. 
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―In accordance with your great love, forgive the sin of these people, just as you have 

pardoned them from the time they left Egypt until now‖ (Num. 14:19). ―None of those 

condemned things shall be found in your hands, so that the Lord will turn from his fierce anger; 

he will show you mercy, have compassion on you, and increase your numbers, as he promised on 

oath to your forefathers‖ (Deut. 13:17). 

God‘s Mercy Was Manifest on the Mercy Seat 

God‘s mercy was manifest on the ―mercy seat‖ in the temple for the forgiveness of sins (cf. 

Ex. 25:1, 18–22; 26:34; 30:6; 31:7; 35:12; 37:6–9; 39:35; 40:20; Lev. 16:2, Lev. 16:13–15; Num. 

7:89; 1 Chron. 28:11 NKJV). Mercy was released by Christ‘s atoning death for all humankind (1 

John 2:2). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S MERCY 

Mercy flows from God‘s attribute of goodness (or love) as grounded in His infinity and 

immutability. Since God is unlimited and unchangeable, then, given that He is good, He must be 

infinitely and unchangeably good. Since mercy flows from God‘s goodness, and since God is 

infinite, it follows that God is infinitely and unchangeably merciful. It is of His very nature to 

show mercy; He cannot not be merciful. As God is a necessary Being, even so He must of 

necessity be merciful. Were He not merciful, He would not be essentially good or loving. God is 

not arbitrarily merciful (see Objection One on page below). 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S MERCY 

In the history of the church, the twin attributes of mercy and wrath have found a varying but 

continual place. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Mercy 

Clement of Rome 

―Let us be kind to one another after the pattern of the tender mercy and benignity of our 

Creator‖ (ECC, 14 in Roberts and Donaldson, ANF, I). 

Wherefore, let us yield obedience to His excellent and glorious will; and imploring His mercy and 

loving-kindness, while we forsake all fruitless labors, and strife, and envy, which leads to death, let us 

turn and have recourse to His compassions. (ECC, 9 in ibid.) 

Justin Martyr 

From the beginning we have not heard, nor have our eyes seen a God besides Thee: and Thy 

works, the mercy which Thou shalt show to those who repent. He shall meet those who do 

righteousness, and they shall remember Thy ways. (DJ, 25 in ibid.) 

Irenaeus 
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It is indeed proper to God, and befitting His character, to show mercy and pity, and to bring 

salvation to His creatures, even though they be brought under danger of destruction. ―For with Him,‖ 

says the Scripture, ―is propitiation‖ (AH, 5.36.10 in ibid.). 

Clement of Alexandria 

But God being by nature rich in pity, in consequence of His own goodness, cares for us, though 

[we are] neither portions of Himself nor by nature His children. And this is the greatest proof of the 

goodness of God: that such being our relation to Him, and being by nature wholly estranged, He 

nevertheless cares for us. For the affection in animals to their progeny is natural, and the friendship of 

kindred minds is the result of intimacy. But the mercy of God is rich toward us, who are in no respect 

related to Him; I say either in our essence or nature, or in the peculiar energy of our essence, but only 

in our being the work of His will. (S, 2.16 in ibid., II) 

Tertullian 

Thus far, then, justice is the very fullness of the Deity Himself, manifesting God as both a perfect 

father and a perfect master: a father in His mercy, a master in His discipline; a father in the mildness 

of His power, a master in its severity; a father who must be loved with dutiful affection, a master who 

must needs be feared; be loved, because He prefers mercy to sacrifice; be feared, because He dislikes 

sin; be loved, because He prefers the sinner‘s repentance to his death; be feared, because He dislikes 

the sinners who do not repent. Accordingly, the divine law enjoins duties in respect of both these 

attributes: Thou shalt love God, and, Thou shalt fear God. It proposed one for the obedient man, the 

other for the transgressor. (FBAM, 2.2.13 in ibid., 3) 

The Medieval Fathers on God‘s Mercy 

Focus on God‘s mercy did not await the Reformation. There were ―pre-Reformers,‖ like 

Augustine, who saw His mercy as absolutely indispensable for our salvation. 

Augustine 

Though, nevertheless, they who are not citizens of the eternal city, which is called the city of God 

in the sacred Scriptures, are more useful to the earthly city when they possess even that virtue than if 

they had not even that. But there could be nothing more fortunate for human affairs than that, by the 

mercy of God, they who are endowed with true piety of life, if they have the skill for ruling people, 

should also have the power. (CG, 5.19 in Schaff, NPNF, 111) 
We, though in ourselves unworthy, are bold to expect, through the merit of Christ and the mercy 

of God the Father. Wherefore I pray that the grace of God by our Lord Jesus Christ may grant unto us 

this favor too, that we may yet see your face. (LSA, 30 in ibid., 1:1) 
My whole hope is only in Thy exceeding great mercy. Give what Thou commandest, and 

command what Thou wilt. Thou imposest contingency upon us; ―Nevertheless, when I perceived,‖ 

saith one, ―that I could not otherwise obtain her, except God gave her me … that was a point of 

wisdom also: to know whose gift she was.‖ For by contingency are we bound up and brought into 

one, whence we were scattered abroad into many. (C, 10:29 in ibid.) 

Anselm 
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O God, how profound is Your goodness! It is apparent whence Your mercy comes, and yet it is 

not clearly seen. Whence the stream flows is obvious, and yet the source where it rises is not seen 

directly. For on the one hand it is from plenitude of goodness that You are gentle with those who sin 

against You; and on the other hand the reason why You are thus is hidden in the depths of Your 

goodness. 
O mercy, from what abundant sweetness and sweet abundance do you flow forth for us! O 

boundless goodness of God, with what feeling should You be loved by sinners! For You save the just 

whom justice commends, but You free sinners whom justice condemns. 
But how are You at once both merciful and impassible? For if You are impassible You do not 

have any compassion; and if You have no compassion Your heart is not sorrowful from compassion 

with the sorrowful, which is what being merciful is. But if You are not merciful, whence comes so 

much consolation for the sorrowful? How, then, are You merciful and not merciful, O Lord, unless it 

be that You are merciful in relation to us and not in relation to Yourself? In fact, You are [merciful] 

according to our way of looking at things and not according to Your way. For when You look upon us 

in our misery it is we who feel the effect of Your mercy, but You do not experience the feeling. 

Therefore, You are both merciful because You save the sorrowful and pardon sinners against You, 

and You are not merciful because You do not experience any feeling of compassion for misery. 

(ACMW, 91–92) 

Thomas Aquinas 

Mercy is especially to be attributed to God, as seen in its effect, but not as an affection of passion. 

In proof of which it must be considered that a person is said to be merciful, as being, so to speak, 

sorrowful at heart; being affected with sorrow at the misery of another as though it were his own. 

Hence it follows that he endeavors to dispel the misery of this other, as if it were his; and this is the 

effect of mercy. To sorrow, therefore, over the misery of others belongs not to God; but it does most 

properly belong to Him to dispel that misery, whatever be the defect we call by that name. Now 

defects are not removed, except by the perfection of some kind of goodness; and the primary source 

of goodness is God, as shown above. It must, however, be considered that to bestow perfections 

appertains not only to the divine goodness, but also to His justice, liberality, and mercy; yet under 

different aspects. The communicating of perfections, absolutely considered, appertains to goodness, 

as shown above.… Insofar as God does not bestow them for His own use, but only on account of His 

goodness, it belongs to liberality; insofar as perfections given to things by God expel defects, it 

belongs to mercy. 
God acts mercifully, not indeed by going against His justice, but by doing something more than 

justice; thus a man who pays another two hundred pieces of money, though owing him only one 

hundred, does nothing against justice, but acts liberally or mercifully. The case is the same with one 

who pardons an offence committed against him, for in remitting it he may be said to bestow a gift. 

Hence the Apostle calls remission a forgiving: ―Forgive one another, as Christ has forgiven you‖ 

(Eph. 4:32). Hence it is clear that mercy does not destroy justice, but in a sense is the fulness thereof. 

And thus it is said: ―Mercy exalteth itself above judgment‖ (James 2:13). (ST, la.21:3, ad 2) 

The Reformation Leaders on God‘s Mercy 

God‘s unmerited mercy in saving poor, lost sinners is at the heart of the Reformation doctrine 

of grace. This is obvious from both Luther and Calvin. 

Martin Luther 
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God‘s proper work is well-doing, while being angry is called ―His strange work‖ (Is. 28:21); and, 

to be sure, we need to have Him do well more than punish.… When God does us good for one year or 

ten, no one recognizes the fact, no one thanks Him for it. Thus our nature can well endure a 

benefaction but is unwilling to endure punishment and grumbles from the moment it comes, although 

it deserves nothing but wrath. However, God overlooks this and shows us more kindness than wrath. 

(WLS, 544) 
This is the first work of God—that He is merciful to all who are ready to do without their own 

opinion, right, wisdom, and all spiritual goods, and willing to be poor in spirit, (ibid., 3:176) 

John Calvin 

All the Apostles abound in exhortations, admonitions, and rebukes, for the purpose of training the 

man of God to every good work, and that without any mention of merit. Nay, rather their chief 

exhortations are founded on the fact that without any merit of ours, our salvation depends entirely on 

the mercy of God. Thus Paul, who during a whole Epistle had maintained that there was no hope of 

life for us save in the righteousness of Christ, when he comes to exhortation, beseeches us by the 

mercy which God has bestowed upon us. (ICR, 3:16:3) 
To conclude, in one word; as often as we call God the Creator of heaven and earth, let us 

remember that the distribution of all the things which he created are in his hand and power, but that 

we are his sons, whom be has undertaken to nourish and bring up in allegiance to him, that we may 

expect the substance of all good from him alone, and have full hope that he will never suffer us to be 

in want of things necessary to salvation, so as to leave us dependent on some other source; that in 

everything we desire we may address our prayers to him, and in every benefit we receive 

acknowledge his hand and give him thanks; that thus allured by his great goodness and beneficence, 

we may study with our whole heart to love and serve him. (ibid., 1.14.22) 

The Post-Reformation Theologians on God‘s Mercy 

Jonathan Edwards 

God is pleased to show mercy to his enemies, according to his own sovereign pleasure. Though 

he is infinitely above all, and stands in no need of creatures; yet he is graciously pleased to take a 

merciful notice of poor worms of the dust. (WJE, 2:110, 2.114) 

Francis Turretin 

Mercy attends upon the grace of God. For as the latter exercises itself about man as a sinner 

(granting the pardon of his sin) so the former is exercised about man as miserable (relieving his 

misery). This is properly ascribed to God not as signifying grief arising from the misery of another (as 

it is in men), but as indicating a prompt and disposed will to succor the miserable without any anguish 

or perturbation of mind. 
It does not spring from any external cause which usually excites this effect in men (as the tie of 

blood, of friendship, the company of misery, imbecility of age, sex, etc.). Rather it springs from his 

goodness alone (as he loves to communicate himself to the creature and as he does not refrain from 

succoring the miserable). (IET, 1.243) 

William G. T. Shedd 
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Mercy is a second variety of the Divine Goodness. It is the benevolent compassion of God 

towards man as a sinner. This attribute, though logically implied in the idea of God as a being 

possessed of all conceivable perfections, is free and sovereign in its exercise. Consequently, it 

requires a special revelation in order to establish the fact that it will be exercised. (DT, 389) 

Charles Hodge 

Goodness, in the scriptural sense of the term, includes benevolence, love, mercy, and grace. By 

benevolence is meant the disposition to promote happiness; all sensitive creatures are its objects. 

Love includes complacency, desire, and delight, and has rational beings for its objects. Mercy is 

kindness exercised towards the miserable, and includes pity, compassion, forbearance, and 

gentleness, which the Scriptures so abundantly ascribe to God. (ST, 471) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S MERCY 

Several difficulties are associated with God‘s mercy. Perhaps the most important one is 

whether mercy is rooted in God‘s nature or in His arbitrary will. 

Objection One—Based on God‘s Free Will 

According to this objection, mercy cannot be of God‘s essence, since it flows from God‘s 

will. God can be and is merciful only on the ones He chooses to be, but not on others. Exodus 

33:19 declares, ―I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on 

whom I will have compassion.‖ Romans 9:18 adds: ―He hardens whom he wants to harden.‖ 

This seems to say that mercy is a matter of God‘s arbitrary choice, not of necessity. If so, God 

cannot be essentially merciful. 

Response to Objection One 

First, even if mercy is an act, not an attribute of God; nonetheless, it is an act of His will that 

is in accordance with His unchangeable nature. It is not an arbitrary act of will. As shown above, 

it is an essential characteristic of God. 

Second, nothing in Scripture contradicts this; even the illustrations used in Romans 9 do not 

prove the contrary, for God did not arbitrarily harden Pharaoh—He attempted to get Pharaoh to 

repent. Further, Pharaoh first hardened His own heart (Ex. 7:14; 8:15, 32). When God did later 

harden Pharaoh‘s heart, it was because Pharaoh would not respond to Him. (Again, the same sun 

that melts wax also hardens clay—the difference is not in the sun, but in the receptivity of the 

agents receiving its rays.) Likewise, even in Romans 9, God waited patiently for His creatures to 

respond to His loving overtures (Rom. 9:22). Thus, they became ―vessels of wrath‖ by rejecting 

His mercy, not because He did not want them to be recipients of it. 

Third, when the Scripture says, ―Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated‖ (Rom. 9:13), it does not 

support the contention that God is arbitrary in His love for several reasons. First of all, He is not 

speaking of individuals, but of the nations of Jacob (Israel) and Edom (which came from Esau). 

For another thing, this was not said of Edom before it was born, but after it had lived and 

performed horrendously evil actions on God‘s chosen people. (It was cited from Malachi [1:2–

3], not from Genesis.) Likewise, Romans is not speaking here of God‘s eternal choice of 

individuals for salvation, but of His temporal election of nations to fit His purposes. Also, ―hate‖ 
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is a Hebrew idiom for ―love less‖ (cf. Gen. 29:30). It does not mean God did not love Esau and 

want him to repent (cf. Rom. 9:22; 2 Peter 3:9); it means He has less affection for those who hate 

His people and attempt to thwart His plan. 

Fourth, and finally, the implications of considering mercy to be an arbitrary act of God are 

incredibly significant. If mercy is an arbitrary act of God, then voluntarism is correct (i.e., 

something is right simply because God wills it rather than that God wills it because it is right). If 

so, then limited atonement follows (i.e., God only loves some, not all, persons). This is a denial 

of God‘s omnibenevolence; the Bible is clear that God loves the whole world (cf. John 3:16; 

Rom. 5:18–19; 1 Tim. 2:4–6; 1 John 2:2). A more detailed discussion of this is found later (in 

Volume 3, chapter 12). 

Objection Two—Based on Universalism 

It is further objected that if mercy is essential, then universalism follows, for if Christ died 

for everyone, then everyone will be saved. The Bible rejects this teaching (see Matt. 25:41; 2 

Thess. 1:7–9; Rev. 20:11–15). 

Response to Objection Two 

God‘s unlimited mercy only shows God desires to save all (not that He must or will save all). 

God cannot do what is impossible, and it is impossible to force a free choice (Matt. 23:37; cf. 2 

Peter 3:9). God‘s saving mercy must be received freely; hence, only those who freely receive 

God‘s mercy will be saved. 

Objection Three—Based on Deuteronomy 7:9 

In this text God appears to be selective in those to whom He shows mercy. However, if He is 

all-merciful, then why does He not show mercy to all? Moses wrote, ―Know therefore that the 

LORD your God is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand 

generations of those who love him and keep his commands‖ (emphasis added). 

Response to Objection Three 

God loves everyone (John 3:16), and He sent His Son to pay for the sins of all (1 John 2:2). 

Indeed, He wishes all to repent and receive His mercy (2 Peter 3:9). However, each person must 

receive His mercy; anyone who repents will be a recipient of it. God will not withhold His mercy 

from anyone who wants it, but neither will He cram His love down the throats of those who do 

not want it (Matt. 23:37). 

Objection Four—Based on the Need to Pray for Mercy 

The Bible records instances of people praying for mercy; for example, the sinner in Luke 

18:13 prayed, ―God have mercy on me, a sinner.‖ If God is essentially merciful, then why should 

anyone have to beg for His mercy? 

Response to Objection Four 
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Prayer is not a condition for God‘s giving mercy, but rather a condition for our receiving the 

mercy He desires to freely give us. Prayer changes us and puts us in a position where God‘s 

essential and unchanging mercy can flow upon us (e.g., prayer moves us out from under God‘s 

unchanging wrath to under His unchanging love). Prayer is not a means of overcoming God‘s 

reluctance, but a means by which God takes advantage of our willingness to receive His mercy. 

Objection Five—Based on Matthew 20:15 

In a parable Jesus told, God said, ―Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with my own 

things?‖ (NKJV). From this it would seem that His mercy need not be given to all. 

Response to Objection Five 

The passage deals with service, not salvation. The laborers all worked for the wages they had 

agreed upon, but salvation is free (Rom. 4:5; Eph. 2:8–9). Further, God does not have to give the 

same amount of His possessions and gifts to everyone, but His essentially all-loving nature does 

necessitate that He love all. This He does, as Isaiah put it: ―Come, all you who are thirsty, come 

to the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk 

without money and without cost‖ (Isa. 55:1). 

GOD‘S WRATH 

God is not only merciful to the repentant, but He is also wrathful upon the unrepentant. These 

actions are not incompatible, since they are exercised on different objects. 

THE DEFINITION OF GOD‘S WRATH 

A number of Hebrew words are translated as ―wrath.‖ Charown (Ex. 15:7) means ―burning 

anger,‖ ―fury.‖ Aph (Ex. 22:24) means ―ire,‖ ―wrath.‖ Ebrah (Num. 11:33) depicts outbursts of 

passion, anger, or rage. Chemah (Ps. 59:13) literally means ―heat‖ and, figuratively, ―anger.‖ 

Qetreph (2 Chron. 19:2) speaks of a rage. 

The New Testament word for ―wrath‖ is orge. It carries the meaning of ―strong desire,‖ 

―violent passion,‖ and ―ire‖ (see Eph. 2:3; Col. 3:6; 1 Thess. 5:9; Rev. 6:16). As applied to God, 

wrath means His anger at and hatred of sin, His righteous indignation at all evil, and His jealous 

execution of judgment on unrighteousness. However, wrath, while rooted in God‘s essential 

nature as just, is not an attribute, but an act that flows from His unchanging righteousness. 

THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S WRATH 

Biblical descriptions of God‘s wrath include ―Your wrath‖ (Ex. 15:7); ―My wrath‖ (Ex. 

22:24); ―wrath of the Lamb‖ (Rev. 6:16); ―day of God‘s wrath‖ (Job 20:28); ―fierce‖ wrath (Ex. 

32:12); ―wrath of the LORD‖ (Num. 11:33); ―wrath of the Almighty‖ (Job 21:20). 

God‘s wrath gets ―hot‖ (Ex. 22:24 NKJV); can ―kindle‖ (Job 19:11 NKJV); can ―flare‖ (Ps. 

2:12); ―burns‖ (Ex. 32:10); is ―living and burning‖ (Ps. 58:9 NKJV); ―consumes‖ (Ex. 32:10 

NKJV); is ―great‖ (2 Kings 22:13); can reach the point of ―no remedy‖ (2 Chron. 36:16); has 

―fury‖ (Job 20:23 NKJV); can ―swallow them up‖ (Ps. 21:9); can ―rebuke‖ us (Ps. 38:1); ―pours‖ 
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out on evil men (Ezek. 21:31); can be ―completed‖ (Dan. 11:36); can be ―kept forever‖ (Amos 

1:11 NKJV); and can come on unbelievers to the ―uttermost‖ (1 Thess. 2:16 NKJV). A ―great day 

of‖ wrath is coming (Rev. 6:17); Babylon will drink of the ―wine of the wrath of her fornication‖ 

(Rev. 14:8 NKJV); God will have ―bowls‖ of wrath to pour out on the earth (Rev. 16:1); His 

wrath can loom over cities (2 Chron. 32:25 NKJV). 

Further, God can be provoked to wrath over taking a census [to count human power rather 

than trust God‘s] (1 Chron. 27:24); over rebellion (at Horeb and in the wilderness—Deut. 9:7–8, 

22); because of complaints about His provision (Num. 11:18–20, 33–34); for helping the wicked 

(2 Chron. 19:2); for hating the Lord (2 Chron. 19:2); for a trespass against the Lord (2 Chron. 

19:10); for great guilt (2 Chron. 28:13); for being stiff-necked (2 Chron. 30:8); for not keeping 

the word of the Lord (2 Chron. 34:21); for burning incense to other gods (2 Chron. 34:25); for 

mocking God‘s messengers (2 Chron. 36:16); against those who forsake God (Ezra 8:22); for not 

doing God‘s commands (Ezra 7:23); for having pagan wives (Ezra 10:14); for profaning the 

Sabbath (Neh. 13:18); and for not obeying the truth (Rom. 2:8). 

Wrath is brought about by the law (Rom. 4:15), but we can be saved from it through Christ 

(Rom. 5:9; 1 Thess. 1:10). God being aroused to wrath (Num. 11:33; Job 32:5) is associated with 

His anger (Deut. 9:8; 29:23, 28); however, God can turn (or relent) from it (Ex. 32:12) if people 

humble themselves (2 Chron. 12:7, 12); pray (as David, Ps. 103); rejoice in the fall of our enemy 

(Prov. 24:17–18); and repent (Jonah 3). God cannot be turned away from wrath by riches (Prov. 

11:4); silver, or gold (Zeph. 1:18). Wrath can be ―stored up‖ by hypocrites (Job 36:13 NKJV); 

stored in ―vessels‖ of the unrepentant (Rom. 9:22 NKJV); and can ―take you away in one blow‖ 

(Job 36:18 NKJV). 

God sometimes speaks in His wrath (Ps. 2:5); it can lie ―heavy upon‖ us (Ps. 88:7); it can be 

―terrifying‖ (Ps. 90:7); it can be mediated (e.g., by Moses, Ps. 106:23). Wrath is the expectation 

of the wicked (Prov. 11:23); the earth will ―tremble‖ at God‘s wrath (Jer. 10:10). He has a ―rod 

of His wrath‖ (Lam. 3:1). It ―abides‖ on all unbelievers (John 3:36 NKJV) who are ―objects of 

wrath‖ (Eph. 2:3). Believers have not been ―appointed‖ to it (1 Thess. 5:9). God ―swore‖ (took 

an oath) by it (Heb. 3:11 NKJV) against unbelief. At His second coming, Christ will tread the 

winepress of God‘s wrath (Rev. 19:15). 

THE THEOLOGICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S WRATH 

God‘s wrath is based in several of His attributes, including His holiness, righteousness, and 

jealousy. 

Wrath Flows From God‘s Holiness 

Paul wrote, ―The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and 

wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness‖ (Rom. 1:18). God is so holy that 

He cannot look upon sin with approval (Hab. 1:13). Thus, He cannot overlook sin forever—it 

must eventually be punished. 

Wrath Flows From God‘s Righteousness 

A kindred characteristic from which wrath flows is God‘s righteousness or justice. Romans 

states: ―Because of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up wrath 
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against yourself for the day of God‘s wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed‖ 

(Rom. 2:5). 

Wrath Flows From God‘s Jealousy 

One of God‘s names is ―Jealous‖ (see chapter 14); Moses wrote, ―Do not worship any other 

god, for the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God‖ (Ex. 34:14). Ezekiel added, 

―Therefore this is what the Sovereign Lord says: I will now bring Jacob back from captivity and 

will have compassion on all the people of Israel, and I will be zealous for my holy name‖ (Ezek. 

39:25). It is because of His jealous zeal to protect His own supremacy that God executes wrath 

on evil. Deuteronomy 29:20 declares, ―The Lord will never be willing to forgive him; his wrath 

and zeal will burn against that man.‖ 

THE HISTORICAL BASIS FOR GOD‘S WRATH 

Until modern times, the universal consent of the great teachers of the church stressed both 

God‘s justice and love, as well as the corresponding acts of mercy and wrath that flow from these 

attributes. 

The Early Church Fathers on God‘s Wrath 

The patristic Fathers had no illusion of a lopsidedly loving God who would not punish sin. 

They spoke consistently of a balanced view that included mercy to the repentant as well as wrath 

to the wicked. 

Origen 

Indeed, we speak of the wrath of God. However, we do not maintain that it indicates any passion 

on His part. Rather, it is something that is assumed in order to discipline by stern means those sinners 

who have committed many and grievous sins. For that which is called God‘s wrath and His anger is 

actually a means of discipline, (in Bercot, DECB, 21) 

Novatian 

When we read of His anger and consider certain descriptions of His indignation … we are not to 

understand them to be attributed to Him in the same sense in which they are to humans. For although 

all these things can corrupt man, they cannot at all corrupt the Divine power. All those angers or 

hatreds of God, or whatever there is of this kind, are displayed for our healing.… They arose out of 

wisdom, not from vice, (ibid.) 

Lactantius 

It is the fear of God alone that guards the mutual society of men. By this, life itself is sustained, 

protected, and governed. However, such fear is taken away if man is persuaded that God is without 

anger. For not only the common advantage, but also reason and truth itself, persuade us that He is 

moved and is indignant when unjust actions are done. 
There is a just and also an unjust anger.… The unjust anger … is to be restrained in man—lest he 

should rush into some very great evil through rage. This type of anger cannot exist in God, for He 
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cannot be injured.… There is also just anger. This anger is necessary in man for the correction of 

wickedness. Plainly, then, it is also necessary in God, who sets an example for man. Just as we should 

restrain those who are subject to our power, so also God should restrain the offenses of everyone. 
We should understand that since God is eternal, His anger also remains to eternity. On the other 

hand, since He is endowed with the greatest excellence, He controls His anger. He is not ruled by it; 

rather, He regulates it according to His will.… For if His anger were completely inextinguishable, 

there would be no place after a sin for satisfaction or reconciliation, (ibid., 21–22) 

The Medieval Fathers on God‘s Wrath 

There was no change of view on God‘s wrath during the Middle Ages. Like their theological 

forebears, the medieval Fathers also viewed God consistently and eternally displeased with sin. 

Augustine 

I would exhort to give heed, if they be wise, and to observe how, without any such arts, the 

position of a shepherd was exchanged for the dignity of the kingly office by David, of whom 

Scripture has faithfully recorded both the sinful and the meritorious actions, in order that we might 

know both how to avoid offending God, and how, when He has been offended, His wrath may be 

appeased. (LSA, 139 in Schaff, NPNF, 1:1) 
Take, for example, that saying of the apostle: ―But, after thy hardness and impenitent heart, 

treasurest up unto thyself wrath against the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of 

God; who will render to every man according to his deeds: to them who, by patient continuance in 

well-doing, seek for glory, and honor, and immortality, eternal life; but unto them that are 

contentious, and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, indignation and wrath, tribulation 

and anguish, upon every soul of man that doeth evil‖ (OCD, 3:11:17 in ibid., 1:2). 
Therefore ―God commendeth His love towards us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died 

for us. Much more then, being now justified in His blood, we shall be saved from wrath through 

Him.…‖ From the wrath certainly of God, which is nothing else but just retribution. For the wrath of 

God is not, as is that of man, a perturbation of the mind; but it is the wrath of Him to whom Holy 

Scripture says in another place, ―But Thou, O Lord, mastering Thy power, judgest with calmness‖ 

(AA, 13:6 in ibid., 3). 

Thomas Aquinas 

Original sin is hinted at in ―and we were by nature children of wrath.‖ This sin of the first parent 

was not only passed on to the Gentiles but to the Jews also: ―Wherefore as by one man sin entered 

into this world, and by sin death; and so death passed upon all men, in whom all have sinned‖ (Rom. 

5:12).… Thus he says we were by nature, that is, from the earliest beginning of nature—not of nature 

as nature, since this is good and from God, but of nature as vitiated—children of an avenging wrath, 

aimed at punishment and hell, even as the rest, that is, the Gentiles. (CE, 89) 

The Reformation Leaders on God‘s Wrath 

The backdrop of the Reformation emphasis on God‘s grace in justification by faith is the 

wrath of God. Because God is just, He must punish sin; His grace through Christ‘s payment of 

the penalty for our sin shines more brightly in view of this necessity. 

Martin Luther 
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God is called a ―Fire‖ because He utterly destroys the godless and leaves them nothing; nor is 

there anything that can resist His wrath. He is called ―jealous‖ because His disposition is such that He 

will not spare. Who, then, should not fear Him of whom it is known that He will not spare and that He 

has the ability implacably and unceasingly to take vengeance? 
Moses calls God ―jealous,‖ one who will not drop the matter, who must stand by His Word. Both 

are here joined, the will and the power, strength and might, so that He both can and will punish. If 

people held this to be the truth, they would not despise His Commandments so shamefully. But no 

one believes Him to be like this until he experiences it. 
The wrath of God is real, not fictitious, not a jest. If it were false, then mercy would be fictitious; 

for as the wrath, so the mercy which forgives.… Christ most assuredly took upon Himself the wrath 

of God and bore it for us. So He did not take it upon Himself merely as an example, but He is in very 

truth the purchase price expended for us. 
God punishes in a twofold manner. In the first place, He does so in grace, as a benevolent Father; 

and the chastisement is temporal. In the second place, He punishes in wrath, as a strict Judge; and this 

punishment is eternal. (WLS, 1549, 53) 

John Calvin 

For were it not said in clear terms, that Divine wrath, and vengeance, and eternal death, lay upon 

us, we should be less sensible of our wretchedness without the mercy of God, and less disposed to 

value the blessing of deliverance. For example, let a person be told, Had God at the time you were a 

sinner hated you, and cast you off as you deserved, horrible destruction must have been your doom; 

but spontaneously and of free indulgence he retained you in his favour, not suffering you to be 

estranged from him, and in this way rescued you from danger—the person will indeed be affected, 

and made sensible in some degree how much he owes to the mercy of God. (ICR, 2.16.2) 

Post-Reformation Theologians 

Until recent times, the theologians following the Reformers have discussed God‘s wrath. The 

attribute faded only with the rise of modern unitarianism and liberalism. 

Jacob Arminius 

Hatred is an affection of separation in God; whose primary object is injustice or unrighteousness; 

and the secondary, the misery of the creature.… But since God properly loves himself and the good 

of justice, and by the same impulse holds iniquity in detestation; and since he secondarily loves the 

creature and his blessedness, and in that impulse hates the misery of the creature, that is, He wills it to 

be taken away from the creature; hence it comes to pass that He hates the creature who perseveres in 

unrighteousness, and He loves his misery. 
Hatred, however, is not collateral to Love, but necessarily flowing from it; since Love neither 

does nor can tend towards all those things which become objects to the understanding of God. It 

belongs to Him therefore in the first act, and must be placed in Him prior to any existence of a thing 

worthy of hatred; which existence being laid down, the act of hatred arises from it by a natural 

necessity, not by liberty of the will. (WJA, 1.456) 

Jonathan Edwards 

God has set bounds to every man‘s wickedness; he suffers men to live, and go on in sin, till they 

have filled up their measure, and then cuts them off. Consider, you know not what wrath God may be 
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about to execute upon wicked men in this world. Wrath may, in some sense, be coming upon them, in 

the present life, to the uttermost, for ought we know. (WJE, 2.122, 2.124) 

Stephen Charnock 

The greatest different interests are reconciled, justice in punishing, and mercy in pardoning. For 

man had broken the law, and plunged himself into a gulf of misery: the sword of vengeance was 

unsheathed by justice, for the punishment of the criminal; the bowels of compassion were stirred by 

mercy, for the rescue of the miserable. Justice severely beholds the sin, and mercy compassionately 

reflects upon the misery. Two different claims are entered by those concerned attributes: justice votes 

for destruction, and mercy votes for salvation. Justice would draw the sword, and drench it in the 

blood of the offender; mercy would stop the sword, and turn it from the breast of the sinner. Justice 

would edge it, and mercy would blunt it. The arguments are strong on both sides. (EAG, 1.554) 

Charles Hodge 

God‘s wrath flows from His holiness. The truth of this doctrine may also be inferred from the 

holiness of God. If He is infinitely pure, his nature must be opposed to all sin; and as his acts are 

determined by his nature, his disapprobation of sin must manifest itself in his acts. But the disfavour 

of God, the manifestation of his disapprobation, is death, as his favour is life. It cannot be that this 

essential opposition between holiness and sin should be dependent for its manifestation on the mere 

ab [extra] consideration that evil would result from sin being allowed to go unpunished. It might as 

well be said that we should feel no aversion to pain, unless aware that it weakened our constitution. 

We do not approve of holiness simply because it tends to produce happiness; neither do we 

disapprove of sin simply because it tends to produce misery. It is inevitable, therefore, that the 

perfection of the infinitely holy God should manifest its opposition to sin, without waiting to judge the 

consequences of the expression of this divine repugnance. (ST, 422, emphasis added) 

William G. T. Shedd 

There is a kind of wrath in the human soul that resembles the wrath of God, and constitutes its 

true analogue. It is the wrath of the human conscience, which is wholly different from that of the 

human heart. This kind of anger is commanded in the injunction ―Be ye angry and sin not‖ (Eph. 

4:26). Were this species of moral displacency more often considered, and the Divine anger illustrated 

by it, there would be less of the common and unthinking opposition to the doctrine of the Divine 

wrath. (DT, 176) 

J. I. Packer 

The wrath of God in Romans denotes God‘s resolute action in punishing sin. It is as much the 

expression of a personal, emotional attitude of the triune Jehovah as is his love to sinners; it is the 

active manifesting of his hatred of irreligion and moral evil.… God‘s wrath is his reaction to our sin, 

and ―law brings wrath‖ [Rom. 4:15] because the law stirs up sin latent within us and causes 

transgression—the behavior that evokes wrath—to abound [5:20; 7:7–13]. As a reaction to sin, God‘s 

wrath is an expression of his justice. (KG, 154) 

OBJECTIONS TO GOD‘S WRATH 
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Objections against God‘s wrath generally follow from alleged inconsistency with other 

attributes, such as love or mercy, or else from the eternal nature of His wrath on the unrepentant. 

Objection One—Based on an Alleged Inconsistency With Mercy 

How can one and the same God exercise both wrath and mercy toward His creatures? These 

appear to be incompatible characteristics, since one is the opposite of the other. Hence, it would 

seem that God cannot be both. 

Response to Objection One 

Wrath and mercy are not incompatible, since they are exercised toward different objects; 

wrath is on the unrepentant, and mercy is on the repentant. As established previously, God is 

consistently and unchangeably angry with sin and consistently and unchangeably delighted with 

righteousness. 

Objection Two—Based on an Alleged Overkill of Eternal Wrath 

Temporal wrath is one thing; eternal wrath is another. The Bible declares: ―This will happen 

when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels. He will 

punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be 

punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the 

majesty of his power‖ (2 Thess. 1:7–9). Eternal wrath for temporal sin seems to be a classic case 

of overkill. 

Response to Objection Two 

It is to be noted, first of all, that this is not so much an objection against God‘s wrath as it is 

an objection against the doctrine of hell, which is discussed in detail later (see Volume 4, chapter 

11). Further, any protest against God‘s wrath is equally an objection against His holiness and 

justice, from which it flows. But, as has already been shown, there is a strong biblical, 

theological, and historical basis for all of these (see chapters 13–14). 

As for the justice of exercising wrath, it should be remarked that not to punish sin would be 

unjust. And, since God is eternal, not to punish sin eternally would be an eternal injustice. The 

sin of the ultimately unrepentant is sin against the eternal God, and a sin against the Eternal is 

deserving of eternal punishment. 

Objection Three—Based on an Alleged Inconsistency With Atonement 

It is noted by some critics that Christ took the wrath of God for sinners, being made sin for us 

(2 Cor. 5:21)—He was the satisfaction for our sins (1 John 2:2). This being the case, it seems 

unnecessary for any person to suffer the consequences for his sins, since Christ has already done 

so (Rom. 5:15–19). 

Response to Objection Three 
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This objection is based on a misunderstanding of what Christ did on the cross (see Volume 3, 

chapter 12). The salvation of everyone was not applied; it was simply purchased. All persons 

were made savable, but not all persons were automatically saved. The gift was made possible by 

the Savior, but it must be received by the sinner (Eph. 2:8–9; cf. John 1:12). In short, the 

salvation of all sinners from God‘s eternal wrath is possible, but only those who accept Christ‘s 

payment for their sins will actually be saved from it. 

To put it another way, this objection presupposes universalism (that all will be saved), for 

which there is no sound biblical, theological, or historical basis (see Volume 3, chapter 13). 

CONCLUSION 

Mercy and wrath are a matched pair of God‘s moral characteristics; the former is exercised 

on the repentant, and the latter on the unrepentant. While some believe these are incompatible; 

again, they form a unity in the character of God. They are consistent, since they are exercised on 

two different objects. 

As to whether these are attributes of God or activities that flow from other attributes, it 

depends on how one defines them. In any case, if mercy and wrath are thought of as acts, then 

the unchangeable basis for them is in God‘s goodness and justice, respectively. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

A RESPONSE TO GOD‘S ATTRIBUTES 

Although it is not within the purview of this work to provide a systematic discussion of 

practical theology, a few comments are appropriate here. God did not intend that His attributes 

be studied in absence of a response on the part of His creatures. Contemplating the Creator 

should change the creature; meditating on the Master should make a difference in the life of the 

servant. 

GOD‘S ATTRIBUTES AND OUR ACTIONS IN GENERAL 

Numerous verses of Scripture contain the exhortation to respond in direct connection with 

the presentation of the attribute. Moses cited the Lord, saying, ―I am the LORD who brought you 

up out of Egypt to be your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy‖ (Lev. 11:45). Jesus said, 

―Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect‖ (Matt. 5:48). John wrote, ―Everyone 

who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as he [God] is pure‖ (1 John 3:3). 

Whole chapters of the Bible are dedicated to an attribute or attributes of God, followed by 

our expected response to it (them). Psalm 139 is a classic example, and it can be outlined as 

follows. 

God‘s Revelation of Himself (vv. 1–16) 

God‘s Omniscience (vv. 1–6) 

O LORD, you have searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise; you 

perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with 

all my ways. Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely, O LORD. You hem me in—

behind and before; you have laid your hand upon me. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too 

lofty for me to attain. 
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God‘s Omnipresence (vv. 7–12) 

Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, 

you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I 

settle on the far side of the sea, even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast. 

If I say, ―Surely the darkness will hide me and the light become night around me,‖ even the darkness 

will not be dark to you; the night will shine like the day, for darkness is as light to you. 

God‘s Omnipotence (vv. 13–16) 

For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother‘s womb. I praise you 

because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. My 

frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When I was woven together in 

the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my unformed body. All the days ordained for me were written 

in your book before one of them came to be. 

Our Response to God‘s Revelation of Himself (vv. 17–24) 

The final two verses of David‘s reply are ―Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me 

and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way 

everlasting‖ (vv. 23–24). Clearly, the subject of the attributes of God was not purely academic 

with the psalmist (or any other biblical writer). 

SPECIFIC ATTRIBUTES AND SPECIFIC ACTIONS 

Not only should meditating on God‘s nature in general produce godliness in general, but 

contemplating specific attributes should bring specific actions. 

Responding to God‘s Sovereignty 

Since God is the sovereign Lord of the universe, we can live with the assurance that He is in 

control: ―Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be 

discouraged, for the LORD your God will be with you wherever you go‖ (Josh. 1:9). 

And we can be confident that He can bring good out of evil: ―You intended to harm me, but 

God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives‖ (Gen. 

50:20). 

Likewise, we should be grateful that He desires to use us. As Paul said, ―I thank Christ Jesus 

our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me faithful, appointing me to his 

service‖ (1 Tim. 1:12). 

Finally, we should be thankful to be His instruments. Paul wrote, ―We have this treasure in 

jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us‖ (2 Cor. 4:7). 

Responding to God‘s Infinity 

In the light of God‘s unlimited nature, several responses are appropriate. First, we should be 

humbled as Solomon was when he said, ―Will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the 

highest heaven, cannot contain you. How much less this temple I have built!‖ (1 Kings 8:27). 
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Further, we should have the awe of Isaiah when he wrote, ―In the year that King Uzziah died, 

I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple.… 

And they [the seraphim] were calling to one another: ‗Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; 

the whole earth is full of his glory.‘ At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds 

shook and the temple was filled with smoke. ‗Woe to me!‘ I cried. ‗I am ruined! For I am a man 

of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the 

Lord Almighty‘ ‖ (Isa. 6:1–5). 

Finally, we should have the praise of Paul when he declared, ―Oh, the depth of the riches of 

the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond 

tracing out!‖ (Rom. 11:33). 

Responding to God‘s Immateriality 

God is pure Spirit (John 4:24); as such, He demands a certain response. For one thing, we 

should avoid all idolatry. Exodus declares, ―You shall have no other gods before me. You shall 

not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or 

in the waters below‖ (Ex. 20:3–4). Paul told the Athenians that ―the God who made the world 

and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands. 

And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men 

life and breath and everything else.… ‗We are his offspring.‘ Therefore since we are God‘s 

offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—an image 

made by man‘s design and skill‖ (Acts 17:24–29). 

Implied in the above passages is another implication of God being pure Spirit, namely, that 

He should be worshiped in a spiritual way. Jesus said, God‘s ―worshipers must worship in spirit 

and in truth‖ (John 4:24). This means that our worship should be from our spirits (which are 

immaterial like God) and in a spiritual manner. Paul warned of those who have ―a form of 

godliness but [deny] its power‖ (2 Tim. 3:5). This does not intend to signify, of course, that we 

are forbidden to use ritual in worshiping God. Even the most simple service has some form, 

structure, or ritual to it. Rather it means that we should avoid outward ritual that has no inner 

reality. We should not confuse lace and grace. 

Responding to God‘s Transcendence 

A kindred characteristic of God is His transcendence above all His creation. This should give 

us a sense of awe: ―O LORD, our LORD, how majestic is your name in all the earth! You have set 

your glory above the heavens‖ (Ps. 8:1). 

Likewise, God‘s transcendence should prompt a sense of insignificance in us: ―Great is the 

LORD, and most worthy of praise, in the city of our God, his holy mountain‖ (Ps. 48:1). 

In addition, we should be led to a sense of sinfulness, as we have seen that Isaiah was: ―I saw 

the LORD seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple.… And 

they [the seraphim] were calling to one another: ‗Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the 

whole earth is full of his glory‘.… ‗Woe to me!‘ I cried. ‗I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean 

lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD 

Almighty‘ ‖ (Isa. 6:1–5). 

Further, a sense of submission is an appropriate response. As Paul put it, ―Therefore God 

exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the 
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name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every 

tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father‖ (Phil. 2:9–11). 

Finally, a sense of reverence should emerge from contemplating God‘s exaltedness: ―You are 

worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and 

by your will they were created and have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). 

Responding to God‘s Omnipresence and Immanence 

God‘s intimate presence in all of creation should elicit several responses from us. First of all, 

we should have an awareness of God‘s nearness, since He is nearer to us than any other being or 

thing can possibly be. Again, as David said (in Ps. 139:7–10): ―Where can I go from your Spirit? 

Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed 

in the depths, you are there. If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, 

even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast.‖ 

Furthermore, we should have a sense of utter reliance, for our very moment-by-moment 

existence is dependent upon God. Paul wrote, ―He is before all things, and in him all things hold 

together‖ (Col. 1:17). We depend on Him for our very reality, for ―in him we live and move and 

have our being‖ (Acts 17:27–28). 

Finally, we can hide nothing from God. Hebrews declares, ―Nothing in all creation is hidden 

from God‘s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we 

must give account‖ (Heb. 4:13). 

Responding to God‘s Majesty 

As King of Kings, God has regal majesty. Our response to this attribute is that God is highly 

praised for His greatness: ―Great is the Lord, and most worthy of praise, in the city of our God, 

his holy mountain‖ (Ps. 48:1). 

Further, God should be repeatedly blessed for His blessedness: ―Praise the LORD, O my soul. 

O LORD my God, you are very great; you are clothed with splendor and majesty‖ (Ps. 104:1). 

What is more, God should always be held in awe for His awesomeness: ―O LORD, our LORD, 

how majestic is your name in all the earth! You have set your glory above the heavens‖ (Ps. 8:1). 

Finally, the Lord should forever be given the highest honor for His honorableness: ―You are 

worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and 

by your will they were created and have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). 

Responding to God‘s Beauty 

God‘s majesty gives us a sense of the Supreme; His beauty gives a sense of the Sublime. 

While our response is similar, there are some dimensions of His beauty that call for special 

comment. 

First of all, we should enjoy all beauty as a gift of God: ―Every good and perfect gift is from 

above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting 

shadows‖ (James 1:17). Everything that is beautiful somehow reflects His character. 

Furthermore, we should anticipate the incredible and ultimate beauty of seeing God face-to-

face. In this present life, God‘s ineffable loveliness is veiled. As Paul said, ―Now we see but a 

poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall 

know fully, even as I am fully known‖ (1 Cor. 13:9–12). Even Moses, the great mediator 
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between Israel and God, could not see the Lord face-to-face (Ex. 33:22–23), for ―no one has ever 

seen God‖ (John 1:18), but in heaven ―they will see his face, and his name will be on their 

foreheads‖ (Rev. 22:4). This is called the Beatific (blessed) Vision (see Volume 4, chapter 10). 

Responding to God‘s Omnipotence 

In response to God‘s unlimited power, believers can have assurance in the present that God 

can solve our problems. As Abraham was asked by God, ―Is anything too hard for the LORD?‖ 

(Gen. 18:14). 

Also, we can be sure that God can (and will) keep His promises to us. He will keep 

conditional promises conditionally (1 John 1:9), and He will keep unconditional promises 

unconditionally, for He said, ―Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you‖ (Heb. 13:5). 

Further, God‘s omnipotence assures us that believers are eternally secure in their salvation 

(see Volume 3, chapter 11): ―For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor 

demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor 

anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ 

Jesus our Lord‖ (Rom. 8:38–39). 

Finally, we can be certain about the future, for God has the power to fulfill prophecy. He 

declared, ―I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come 

…. What I have said, that will I bring about; what I have planned, that will I do‖ (Isa. 46:10–11). 

God has the complete ability to accomplish His purposes; He announced to Isaiah, ―So is my 

word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I 

desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it‖ (Isa. 55:11). 

Responding to God‘s Eternality 

In response to God‘s eternality, we should again have confidence that God‘s purpose will 

stand: ―I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I 

say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please‖ (Isa. 46:10). Also, we can have 

assurance God‘s promises will be kept: ―But you remain the same, and your years will never end. 

The children of your servants will live in your presence; their descendants will be established 

before you‖ (Ps. 102:27–28). Further, our hope in Christ is established: ―We have this hope as an 

anchor for the soul, firm and secure. It enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain, where Jesus, 

who went before us, has entered on our behalf. He has become a high priest forever, in the order 

of Melchizedek‖ (Heb. 6:19–20). Finally, we have the promise that Christ can help us now: 

―There have been many of those priests, since death prevented them from continuing in office; 

but because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent priesthood. Therefore he is able to save 

completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them‖ 

(Heb. 7:23–25). 

Responding to God‘s Immutability 

Since God is unchangeable, we can trust His Word: ―God is not a man, that he should lie, nor 

a son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise 

and not fulfill?‖ (Num. 23:19). 

Also, we can trust God‘s promises completely: ―In the beginning you laid the foundations of 

the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. They will perish, but you remain; they 
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will all wear out like a garment. Like clothing you will change them and they will be discarded. 

But you remain the same, and your years will never end‖ (Ps. 102:25–27). 

Further, we can be sure of our salvation, because ―if we are faithless, he will remain faithful, 

for he cannot disown himself‖ (2 Tim. 2:13). What is more, God‘s immutability provides an 

anchor for our souls: ―Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very 

clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath. God did this so that, by 

two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold 

of the hope offered to us may be greatly encouraged‖ (Heb. 6:17–18). 

Finally, we have a stable foundation for service. Paul wrote, ―Therefore, my dear brothers, 

stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because 

you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain‖ (1 Cor. 15:58). 

Responding to God‘s Impassibility 

Since God has no needs or changing passions, we should respond in humility, knowing that 

we cannot add anything to Him: ―He is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, 

because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else‖ (Acts 17:25). Rather, in 

thanksgiving, we should remember that He is the giver of ―every good and perfect gift‖ (James 

1:17). We can give back to Him only what He has given us. As David said, ―But who am I, and 

who are my people, that we should be able to give as generously as this? Everything comes from 

you, and we have given you only what comes from your hand‖ (1 Chron. 29:14). So in 

confidence we know He never changes His feelings toward us. He remains eternally and 

unchangeably consistent in His love and compassion toward us (Jer. 31:3). 

Responding to God‘s Omniscience 

God is all-knowing, and as such we can be assured that He strongly supports our good 

actions: ―For the eyes of the Lord range throughout the earth to strengthen those whose hearts are 

fully committed to him‖ (2 Chron. 16:9). 

It encourages us to know that we have a limitless source of truth that leads us to obedience: 

―Your statutes are wonderful; therefore I obey them. The unfolding of your words gives light; it 

gives understanding to the simple‖ (Ps. 119:129–30). 

We must also be aware that God knows even our secret sins: ―Nothing in all creation is 

hidden from God‘s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom 

we must give account‖ (Heb. 4:13). 

God‘s omniscience assures us that God will reward even unknown actions: ―When you give 

to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving 

may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.… But 

when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then 

your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you‖ (Matt. 6:3–6). 

Further, we should be humble with our ideas: ―You asked, ‗Who is this that obscures my 

counsel without knowledge?‘ Surely I spoke of things I did not understand, things too wonderful 

for me to know. You said, ‗Listen now, and I will speak; I will question you, and you shall 

answer me.‘ My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you. Therefore I despise 

myself and repent in dust and ashes‖ (Job 42:3–6). 
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Responding to God as Living 

Since the God of the Bible is the ―living God‖ who created every living thing (Gen. 1:27), we 

should be thankful to Him for the gift of life. Again, James reminds us that ―every good and 

perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not 

change like shifting shadows‖ (James 1:17). 

As the Source of life itself, God can provide all we need for life, both physically and 

spiritually (John 4:10; 6:51): ―You open your hand and satisfy the desires of every living thing‖ 

(Ps. 145:16). Jesus said to the woman at the well, ―If you knew the gift of God and who it is that 

asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water‖ 

(John 4:10). 

Because God created life from nonlife, He can also raise the dead. Hence, we can be assured 

of eventually overcoming death by His resurrection power, proclaiming: ―Where, O death, is 

your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?‖ (1 Cor. 15:55). 

Responding to God‘s Immortality 

Since only God has intrinsic immortality (1 Tim. 6:16), and our immortality is a gift from 

Him (Rom. 2:7), we should have great admiration for the Source of immortal life. As Job put it, 

―The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away; may the name of the LORD be praised‖ (Job 

1:21). 

Further, we should recognize the contingency of life: ―In Him we live and move and have 

our being‖ (Acts 17:28); ―in Him all things hold together‖ (Col. 1:17). 

Finally, because of God‘s immortality and His promise to us of the same, we can anticipate 

our glorious resurrection. As Paul said, Christ, ―by the power that enables him to bring 

everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his 

glorious body‖ (Phil. 3:21). Thus, ―we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan 

inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies‖ (Rom. 8:23) 

when ―the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality‖ 

(1 Cor. 15:53). 

Responding to God‘s Omnibenevolence 

Since God is all-loving, we should be reminded that ―we love because he first loved us‖ (1 

John 4:19). Likewise, ―he who has been forgiven little loves little‖ (Luke 7:47). What is more, 

―Christ‘s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. 

And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who 

died for them and was raised again‖ (2 Cor. 5:14–15). Finally, as we have seen, God‘s 

unconditional love gives a deep sense of security, for ―if we are faithless, he will remain faithful, 

for he cannot disown himself‖ (2 Tim. 2:13). 

Responding to God as Light 

As light, God is the Source of all spiritual illumination. John said of Jesus that He was ―the 

true light that gives light to every man [who] was coming into the world‖ (John 1:9). Jesus said 

of Himself, ―I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but 
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will have the light of life‖ (John 8:12). Also, ―You are my lamp, O LORD; the LORD turns my 

darkness into light‖ (2 Sam. 22:29). 

God is not only light Himself, but He gives light. Thus, Isaiah urged, ―Come, O house of 

Jacob, let us walk in the light of the Lord‖ (Isa. 2:5). The psalmist continued, ―Open my eyes that 

I may see wonderful things in your law‖ (Ps. 119:18). Thus, ―The LORD is my light and my 

salvation—whom shall I fear?‖ (Ps. 27:1). 

Responding to God‘s Unity 

Because God is absolutely one, we should avoid all forms of polytheism, tritheism, and 

idolatry. Meditating on God‘s unity brings oneness to believers. Paul urged, ―Make every effort 

to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit—just 

as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one 

God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all‖ (Eph. 4:3–6). To illustrate, the 

closer the spokes of a wheel get to the center, the closer they all get to one another. Likewise, 

concentrating on the nature of God brings unity to Christians. 

Responding to God‘s Wisdom 

God is all-wise; because of His omnisapience, we should fear Him. To be wise we must 

respect wisdom, and God is Wisdom personified. Thus, ―The fear of the LORD is the beginning 

of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline‖ (Prov. 1:7). 

Therefore, when we lack wisdom we should request it of God. James wrote, ―If any of you 

lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will 

be given to him‖ (James 1:5). 

Further, we should look to Christ for true wisdom, for ―in [Christ] are hidden all the treasures 

of wisdom and knowledge‖ (Col. 2:3). And, ―It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, 

who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption‖ 

(1 Cor. 1:30). 

In fact, we need wisdom to know God. Consequently, Paul said, ―I keep asking that the God 

of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, 

so that you may know him better‖ (Eph. 1:17). 

Responding to God‘s Jealousy 

As mentioned previously, jealousy seems to be a strange attribute of God, yet, once 

understood, it inspires an awesome response. God‘s jealousy indicates His holy zeal to protect 

His own supremacy that flows out in His wrath on idolatry and other sins. In view of this 

attribute, three responses are most appropriate. 

First of all, we should worship God as supreme. He insists in the first commandment: ―You 

shall have no other gods before me‖ (Ex. 20:3). Yahweh adds in Isaiah: ―I am the LORD, and 

there is no other.… And there is no God apart from me, a righteous God and a Savior; there is 

none but me.… Before me every knee will bow; by me every tongue will swear‖ (Isa. 45:18–23). 

What is more, since God is jealous, we should rid ourselves of all idols. He declares, ―You 

shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth 

beneath or in the waters below‖ (Ex. 20:4). 
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Finally, we should seek our ultimate good in the Ultimate Good (God). Solomon tried 

everything ―under the sun‖ for satisfaction, concluding that ―all is vanity and vexation of spirit‖ 

(Eccl. 1–3 KJV). But while nothing under the sun can bring permanent and complete happiness, 

there is One above the sun, namely, the SON, who said, ―I have come that they may have life, 

and have it to the full‖ (John 10:10). Indeed, David said to God, ―You have made known to me 

the path of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right 

hand‖ (Ps. 16:11). 

Responding to God‘s Moral Perfection 

God is not only infinite, He is infinitely perfect. Thus, He demands of us: ―Be perfect, 

therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect‖ (Matt. 5:48). Paul adds, ―Finally, brothers, good-

bye. Aim for perfection‖ (2 Cor. 13:11). If we aim at nothing, we will usually hit it. The sign 

under the sketch of a girl with an apple on her head and an arrow in her forehead reads, ―To 

succeed, aim higher!‖ 

Thus, while we cannot attain absolute perfection in this life, we should press toward it, as 

Paul said, ―Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I 

press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me‖ (Phil. 3:12). 

Likewise, we should pray for perfection: ―We are glad whenever we are weak but you are 

strong; and our prayer is for your perfection‖ (2 Cor. 13:9). When we aim at, seek, and pray for 

perfection, we can live in God‘s perfect plan: ―Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this 

world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and 

approve what God‘s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will‖ (Rom. 12:2). 

Of course, we know that we cannot attain absolute perfection in this life, so we look forward 

to it in heaven: ―When perfection comes, the imperfect disappears‖ (1 Cor. 13:10). As John said, 

―We know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is‖ (1 John 

3:2). 

Responding to God‘s Truthfulness 

Since God is absolutely truthful, we can trust His promises (Ps. 89:35); we can be assured of 

our salvation (2 Tim. 2:13); and we are protected by His truth (Ps. 91:4 NKJV). We are also saved 

by His truth (Eph. 1:13) and sanctified by it as well (2 Thess. 2:13). We are liberated by His truth 

(John 8:32) and are established forever by it (Ps. 117:2). 

Further, we should always utter the truth (Eph. 4:25). We should speak the truth in love (Eph. 

4:15); we should walk in His truth (Ps. 86:11); and we should serve Him in truth (1 Sam. 12:24 

KJV). We should diligently study His truth (2 Tim. 2:15; John 17:17); we should worship Him in 

truth (John 4:24); and we should pray to be led in truth (Ps. 25:5). 

Responding to God‘s Righteousness 

God is absolutely just or righteous. As we meditate upon what this means, the Bible guides 

us in our response. We should be instructed in justice (or righteousness) through God‘s holy 

Word (2 Tim. 3:15–17). We should earnestly pursue it (2 Tim. 2:22) and thirst after it (Matt. 

5:6). We should also be willing to suffer for it (1 Peter 3:14; 2 Tim. 3:12); submit to it (Rom. 

10:3); be slaves of it (Rom. 6:18); and practice it (1 John 3:7). Jesus said, ―Seek first his 

kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well‖ (Matt. 6:33). 
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Responding to God‘s Holiness 

As awesome as God‘s holiness is (see Isaiah 6), we should try to emulate it. First, we should 

be holy as God is holy. As cited previously, He said, ―I am the Lord who brought you up out of 

Egypt to be your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy‖ (Lev. 11:45). 

Further, we should be pure as God is pure: ―God did not call us to be impure, but to live a 

holy life‖ (1 Thess. 4:7). Paul added, ―Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify 

ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence 

for God‖ (2 Cor. 7:1). 

In addition, we should stand in awe of God‘s holiness. Isaiah wrote, ―They will acknowledge 

the holiness of the Holy One of Jacob, and will stand in awe of the God of Israel‖ (Isa. 29:23). 

Finally, we should pursue holiness. Hebrews instructs, ―Make every effort to live in peace 

with all men and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord (Heb. 12:14). Few books 

inspire us to do this better than A. W. Tozer‘s The Knowledge of the Holy and The Pursuit of 

God. For a general response to who God is, J. I. Packer‘s Knowing God is extremely helpful. 

CONCLUSION 

The response of godly men and women of old stands in stark contrast to the shallow response 

of the typical Christian today. They stood ―in awe‖ of the God of Israel (Isa. 29:23). Ezekiel fell 

on his face as he beheld visions of God‘s glory (Ezek. 1:28). Paul was blinded by the light of 

Jesus (Acts 9) and had to be given a thorn in his flesh to remain humble after his exalted vision 

(2 Cor. 12). After seeing Jesus‘ omnipotence at work, Peter ―fell at Jesus‘ knees and said, ‗Go 

away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!‘ ‖ (Luke 5:8). Isaiah cried, ―Woe to me! … I am ruined! 

For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen 

the King, the LORD Almighty‖ (Isa. 6:5). 

God is an awesome God, and He should be responded to in awe. He is the King of the 

universe, and He should be approached with obeisance to His royalty. He is the Sovereign before 

whom ―every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth‖ (Phil. 2:10). He is 

the great Creator around whose throne all unfallen angels and redeemed people gather and sing: 

―You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all 

things, and by your will they were created and have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). And He is the 

loving Redeemer before whom John heard ―every creature in heaven and on earth and under the 

earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: ‗To him who sits on the throne and to the 

Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!‘ ‖ (Rev. 5:13). 
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