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I. The Definition of God 

 A.  Many Theologians Loath to Define God 

  1. Man’s inability to comprehend God leaves him vulnerable to misrepresenting and 
under-representing God. 

  2. Since God is immaterial, definitions as to his substance or essence are difficult. 

  3. Since definitions are usually cast in terms of unique qualities, characteristics, and 
capacities, definitions for God tend to be long and cumbersome, incorporating all of 
his attributes, perfections, and actions. 

 B. Attempts at Definition 

 1.  A. H. Strong: “God is the infinite and perfect Spirit in whom all things have their 
source, support and end.”  

 2. The Westminster Confession: “There is but one only living and true God, who is 
infinite in being and perfection, a most pure spirit, invisible, without body, parts, or 
passions, immutable, immense, eternal, incomprehensible, almighty, most wise, most 
holy, most free, most absolute, working all things according to the counsel of his own 
immutable and most righteous will, for his own glory, most loving, gracious, merciful, 
long-suffering, abundant in goodness and truth, forgiving iniquity, transgression, and 
sin; the rewarder of them that diligently seek him; and withal most just and terrible in 
his judgments; hating all sin; and who will by no means clear the guilty.” 

II.  The Existence of God 

A.  Rational, a posteriori Proofs for the Existence of God 

1. The most recognized set of rational “proofs” leading to a true knowledge of God apart 
from Scripture are Thomas Aquinas’s five ways: 

a. Motion: Since all motion is produced by some force external to the thing moved, 
and since there can be no infinite chain of movement, an Unmoved Mover (God) 
must exist. 

b. Causality: Since all events are caused by some entity outside the thing caused, and 
since there can be no infinite chain of cause/effect, a First Cause (God) must exist. 

c. Contingency: Since all things have a time when they did not exist, it follows that 
there is a time in which nothing exists. If this were the case, however, nothing 
could ever have come into being. Thus a Non-Contingent Being (God) must exist. 

d. Design: Since all objects without a mind must be the product of a mind, and all 
objects with a mind must be the product of a greater mind, an Ultimate Designer 
(God) must exist. 

e. Degrees of Perfection: Since all objects have properties in degrees and take these 
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properties from a more perfect source, a Most Perfect Being (God) must exist. 

Other arguments here include the anthropological (moral) argument, and countless 
other lesser known proofs. 

 2. The Inadequacy of the Rational Proofs 

  a. Theological Inadequacies 

   (1) There is no foundation for their own intelligibility. Truth is that which God 
might say about a given thing, not the perceived reality assigned to “brute 
facts” by men. Truth is theistic by nature. Unsaved people may know 
something to be true, but only because they already assume that God exists. 

   (2) They rest on the inherent objectivity and integrity of men. Man can never 
reason objectively and positively from ignorance to God. In fact, Scripture 
tells is that the opposite occurs uniformly (Rom 8:7; Eph 4:18). 

   (3) They contain no mechanism for correctly identifying the God of the Bible, the 
God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. In fact, Scripture tells us that man 
uniformly exchanges the true God for false ones (Rom 1:21–32). These 
include theories such as 

• Deism—the belief that God created and wound up the universe like a 
clock and then left. It denies any present relationship of God to the world. 

• Atheism—the belief that there is no God. 

• Skepticism—the belief that one cannot be sure about the existence of God. 

• Agnosticism—the belief that one cannot know if there is a God. 

• Pantheism—the belief that everything is God and God is everything. All 
that appears is only a manifestation of God. 

• Polytheism—the belief in many gods. 

• Monotheism—the belief in one God. 

• Henotheism—the worship of one god among the many gods. 

• Fetishism—the worship of inanimate objects thought to hold the spirit of a god. 

• Animism—the belief that all nature is alive with spirits. 

• Dynamism—the belief in some kind of all pervading Energy that can be 
tapped for good or evil purposes. 

  b. Logical Inadequacies 

   (1) The proofs (esp. the cosmological proofs) do not lead logically to God, but 
rather to endless regress. 

   (2) The proofs do not lead thinkers to a single, necessary God, but to any one of 
several possible beings that are greater than the object studied. 
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   (3) The proofs assert no more than a “probable” existence of God. 

   (4) It is logically fallacious to argue from the finite to the infinite—this requires 
an irrational leap of faith. 

 B.  Transcendental, a prioiri Proofs for the Existence of God 

 1. Rarer, but closer to the truth are arguments for the existence of God from a general 
principle to necessary effects. Examples: 

  a. Anselm (8th c.) proposed an ontological argument, that God must exist in reality, 
because no thought is possible without first theorizing his existence.  

  b. A. H. Strong argued for a “first truth” or “rational intuition” of God that must be 
assumed in order to make any observation or reflection possible (pp. 52–62). 

  c. The argument from the impossibility of the contrary is another example of 
transcendental argumentation. 

 2. The Inadequacy of the Transcendental Proofs   

  While the transcendental proofs for God’s existence are correct so far as they go, they 
cannot identify the transcendent God apart from his special revelation in Scripture, as 
even transcendental argumentation loses its force for philosophy and systematic 
theology apart from the Bible. Any system of theology/philosophy that does not take 
as its starting point the self-contained, triune God as revealed in the Protestant 
Scriptures is neither verifiable nor Christian. 

C. The True “Proof” of God’s Existence (see esp. Bavinck, Doctrine of God, pp. 41–59). 

1. The knowledge of God is by innate cognition.  

Romans 1:18–25—The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the 
godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, 
since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it 
plain to them.  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. For although they knew 
God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking 
became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. 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. Therefore God 
gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the 
degrading of their bodies with one another. They exchanged the truth of God for a 
lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is 
forever praised. 

Three options: 

a. The knowledge of God is intuited apart from objective input. It is a category of 
knowledge common to all persons (Hodge, Reid, and to some degree, Kant). 
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 Answer: Paul indicates that the knowledge of God is in some sense “seen” in 
what is created.  

b. The knowledge of God is wholly discursive. Man deduces and constructs God 
according to a natural theology (Anselm, Carnell, Craig). 

 Answer: Paul indicates that the knowledge of God is immediately “plain” and 
“clear.” The entrance of discursive analysis actually distorts what is known. 

c. The knowledge of God is via innate cognition. Man, being in God’s image, 
immediately recognizes the voice of God in his various revelations and thereby 
knows him (Bavinck, Van Til, Bahnsen). 

2. The knowledge of God is thus 

 a. rational. 

 b. universal and necessary. 

 c. true and accurate. 

3. In view of the preceding the Bible does not labor to prove God in an argumentative 
fashion. Instead, it begins and ends with the unproven assertion and assumption of 
God’s existence (Gen. 1:1; John 1:1). It simply declares to man what he already 
knows—that God is. And therefore he speaks.  

II. The Self-Revelation of God 

Since God’s existence cannot be proven by observation, logical correlation, and “proofs,” 
God must have disclosed himself to man, or God could never be found. In previous sections 
of these notes we identified seven channels of divine revelation, two under the heading of 
general revelation, and five under the heading of special revelation. The following is a 
delineation of these sources of divine self-revelation. 

General Revelation Special Revelation 

• The Material Creation 
• Man’s Constitution and Conscience  

• Direct Revelation 
• Mighty Acts  
• The Lives of Believers  
• The Bible 
• Jesus Christ 

 
A.  The Material Creation 

1.  Biblical Proof 

Psalm 19:1–4—The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of 
his hands. 

Romans 1:20—For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his 
eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from 
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what has been made, so that men are without excuse.  

Acts 14:17—He has not left himself without testimony: He has shown kindness by 
giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; he provides you with 
plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy.  

See also Job 12:7–9; 36:24–37:24; 38–39; Isaiah 40:26 

2.  Limitations 

a.  Although revelation of God in the material creation is accessible to all, it is 
actually welcomed by none because of depravity. 

Romans 1:18—Wicked men suppress the truth in their wickedness. 

1 Corinthians 1:21—The world through its wisdom did not know God.  

b.  The revelation of God in the material creation is obscured by the problem of evil. 
The Fall has introduced to the material realm all manner of disease, corruption, 
natural disasters, etc. (Isa 45:7), causing men to think of God as cruel and 
arbitrary, when they really are seeing the effects of their own sin. 

c. Revelation of God in the material creation is incomplete. It cannot, for instance, 
lead anyone to salvation because it does not inform man of God’s redemptive 
nature, the person of Christ, the necessity of faith and repentance, etc. Its most 
visible function, in fact, is to leave men “without excuse” (Rom 1:20; 2:1). 

B.  Man’s Constitution and Conscience 

1.  Biblical Proof 

Genesis 1:26–27—The image of God in man communicates something of God’s 
nature and function. 

Psalm 139:14—I will praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made. 

Romans 2:14–15—When Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things 
required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have 
the law, since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their 
hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, 
now even defending them. 

2.  Limitations 

a. Man misuses the capacities intrinsic to the divine image and lacks the attendant 
divine perfections. 

b. Again, the problem of evil clouds the majesty and beauty of God’s creative genius 
in creating man. 

  c. The human conscience can become “seared” through habitual disregard (1 Tim 
4:2; Titus 1:15) and “weakened” by false information (1 Cor 8:7–12; 10:29). 
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C.  Direct Revelation 

1.  Biblical proof 

The words “God said” and its equivalents appear in the OT over 3000 times, most 
reflecting an apparently audible voice. 

2.  Limitations 

a.  It was only partial. 

 Hebrews 1:1 (NASU)—God spoke long ago in various portions and in various 
ways to our ancestors through the prophets. 

b.  This source in many instances became corrupted or lost. 

• Much of what God said was never recorded. 

• The existence of ANE traditions reflecting creation and flood myths bearing 
remarkable similarity, but also marked dissimilarities to the biblical record 
(e.g., the Enuma Elish and the Gilgamesh Epic) is a testimony to a common 
historical source (Noah) that became warped and corrupted, whether by 
accident or by design, over the course of centuries. 

c.  It has never been available to all. 

• God no longer speaks directly to men today. 

• Even when God did communicate with men via direct revelation, this 
testimony was not available to all men, at all places, or at any time.  

D.  God’s Mighty Acts (His Miraculous and Providential Works)  

1.  Biblical Proof 

Exodus 5:1–2 with 6:7; 7:5, 17; 8:19, 28; 9:14, 28; 10:2, 17—The plagues against 
Egypt successfully informed Pharaoh of the God he claimed not to know. 

2 Kings 5:15—Then Naaman and all his attendants went back to the man of God. He 
stood before him and said, “Now I know that there is no God in all the world 
except in Israel.” 

See also Exodus 15:1–19; 18:11; Numbers 14:11; Joshua 2:10–11; 4:23–24; 1 Samuel 
4:7–8; Isa 45:1–6; Ezek 11:9–10; Acts 14:17. 

2.  Limitations 

a. Although the mighty acts were quite spectacular, they actually were one of the 
most localized and inefficient means for revealing God. The revelation was 
accessible only to those who saw the mighty acts or heard about them. 

b.  God’s mighty acts and providence always need an infallible interpreter present; 
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without him they are regularly misinterpreted. 

John 12:28–29—The voice of God was mistaken for the sound of thunder or the 
voice of an angel (see also Acts 9:7). 

Acts 14:11—Paul and Barnabas’s miracle was misinterpreted as the Roman 
pantheon coming down. 

The significance of the Genesis Flood is lost apart from Genesis 6:12. 

The significance of the rainbow is lost apart from Genesis 9:12–17. 

The significance of the defeat of Sennacherib is lost apart from 2 Kings 19:35–36. 

The significance of Christ’s death and resurrection is lost apart from the NT. 

Note the Principle of Amos 3:7—“Surely the Sovereign LORD does nothing 
without revealing his plan to his servants the prophets.” 

  c. It is unlikely that mighty acts or miracles are occurring today; if they are, they do 
not seem to be a major plank in God’s self-revelation. 

E.  The Lives of God’s People 

1.  Biblical Proof 

 Matthew 5:13–15—Believers are the “light of the world.” 

 2 Corinthians 3:2–3—Believers are a “letter of Christ, known and read of all men.” 

 See also 2 Corinthians 4:6–11; Colossians 4:6–11; 1 Peter 2:9 

2.  Limitation—Not all people come into contact with believers, and those that do 
discover believers who frequently misrepresent God. 

F.  The Bible 

1.  Biblical Proof 

 The whole Bible gives abundant, propositional testimony to the nature and character 
of God. 

2.  Limitations 

a.  It is limited to those who can read or at least understand the Bible, and to those 
who have the Bible carefully translated in their own language. 

b. While human language as employed in the Bible is adequate to reveal God, it does 
not comprehensively reveal him.  

G.  Jesus Christ 
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1.  Biblical Proof 

Matthew 1:23—Christ is called Immanuel or God with us. 

John 5:19; 12:45; 14:8–9; 16:15 

Colossians 2:9—In Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form. 

Hebrews 1:2–3—In these last days [God] has spoken to us by his Son, whom he 
appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. The Son is 
the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining 
all things by his powerful word. 

God could not have revealed himself more fully than he did in Jesus Christ. No other 
medium of revelation had the capacity to actually be God. The other forms of 
revelation objectively and analogically explain him, but Christ actually is God and 
possesses a divine nature.  

2. The Superiority of Christ to Other Vehicles of Divine Self-Revelation 

 a. Unlike the other vehicles of divine self-revelation, Jesus is personal, fulfilling 
man’s greatest real need. 

  Job 9:32–33—God is not a man like me…. If only there were someone to 
arbitrate between us, to lay his hand upon us both. 

  Isaiah 64:1—Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down! 

  Revelation 21:3—Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with 
them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their 
God. 

 b. It is the most perfect and complete vehicle of divine self-revelation. 

  Jesus Christ is not occluded by sin, and has the greatest potential to serve as a 
growing aggregate of divine revelation. God will always be incomprehensible 
after he is revealed in Jesus, and even eternity will not fully disclose all there is to 
know of God. However, believers will know more of God when they see Christ, 
and he will be the source of all additional knowledge about God upon the 
commencement of eternity (1 Cor 13:12; Rev. 22:4).   

3.  Limitations  

a.  Christ cannot be materially known today.  

b.  The person and mission of Christ have been grossly distorted by some. 

c. Ultimately, however, the only limitation on this source will be the finiteness of 
the human mind. 
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 Conclusion: While Christ is the highest form of divine self-disclosure, the Bible reigns 
today as the greatest form of divine disclosure: 

• The Bible is the greatest accessible form of divine self-disclosure in view of the 
absence of Christ. 

• The Bible provides the only authoritative accounting of and commentary on the 
other sources of revelation. 

• The Bible gives the only authentic disclosure of the person and work of Jesus 
Christ.  

 

III. The Names of God 

In contemporary American life, names tend to be mere appellatives. The names of God, 
however, convey something of his character. Ancient Near Eastern names were regularly 
assigned (1) as an association with a great deed or historical event, (2) as an assessment of one’s 
character, or (3) as a hope for one’s future. The names of God reflect all these traditions.  

A.  Elohim (used 2570 times in the OT) 

1.  This name denotes the Creator-Sustainer God, the one who puts forth his power and 
strength (Gen 1:1). 

2.  This label is also used of false gods (Exod 34:17) and even of men (Ps 82:6; cf. John 
10:34–35). 

3.   This name is translated God in most translations. 

B.  Yahweh (used over 6800 times in the OT) 

1.  This name is also translated God, but more regularly LORD (often in all caps to 
distinguish the term from Adonai). 

2.  This name denotes the eternal self-existence of God, and is an archaic form of the 
Hebrew verb “to be.” Sometimes transliterated as Jehovah, it is more correctly 
rendered as Yahweh.  

3.  This name is commonly associated with the covenant-keeping and redeemer 
relationships of God to Israel (Exod 34:5–7). 

4.   This name is used only of the true God. 

C.  Adonai (used 340 times in the OT) 

1.  This name denotes the master-owner idea of God. He is the owner and sovereign of 
each member of the human race (Gen 15:1–2). 

2. This name is translated Lord or master in most English translations, but the label is 
used widely in a non-divine sense. 
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D.  Combinations of Yahweh 

1.  Yahweh-Jireh—“the Lord will provide” (Gen 22:14). 

2.  Yahweh-Rapha—“the Lord that heals” (Exod 15:26). 

3.  Yahweh-Nissi—“the Lord our banner” (Exod 17:15). 

4.  Yahweh-Qadash—“the Lord who sanctifies” (Lev 20:8). 

5.  Yahweh-Shalom—“the Lord our peace” (Judg 6: 24). 

6.  Yahweh-Tsidkenu—“the Lord our righteousness” (Jer 23:6). 

7.  Yahweh-Shammah—“the Lord is there” (Ezek 48:35). 

8.  Yahweh-Sabaoth—“the Lord of hosts” (1 Sam 1:3). 

9.  Yahweh-Ra’ah—“the Lord my shepherd” (Ps 23:1). 

E.  Combinations of Elohim 

1.   El Elyon—“the most high God” (Gen 14:18; Num 24:16; cf. Phil 2:9). 

2.  El Olam—“the everlasting God” (Gen 21:33). 

3.  El Shaddai—“the almighty God” (Gen 17:1; 28:3). 

V. The Personality of God 

Personality is a cluster of innate functions or capacities that render one a truly spiritual 
being—functions that distinguish God, man, and angels from the rest of creation. The 
identification of these functions and capacities are a matter of debate among theologians. 
Some make it as simple as self-consciousness and self-determination (e.g., Strong, p. 252f). 
Others give three ingredients—thinking, willing, and feeling (mind, will, and emotions). For 
the purposes of this outline we will give the following nine aspects of personality: 

• Spirituality 
• Life 
• Intelligence 
• Purpose 
• Activity 
• Self-Consciousness 
• Freedom 
• Moral Agency 

A. Spirit  

1.  Biblical Proof 

John 4:24—God is spirit. 
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2.  The Meaning of God’s Spirituality 

   a. By spirituality is meant that all persons have an indestructible, enduring identity 
apart from a physical body. This does not mean that a person cannot possess a 
body or that persons with bodies are in some way deficient, but it does mean that 
persons have no necessary connection with bodies that assures their ongoing 
existence. 

   b. Spirit is thus the invisible, metaphysical source of personality. 

Romans 1:20—God’s nature is composed of invisible attributes  

 Colossians 1:15—Christ is the image of the [ordinarily] invisible God. 

1 Timothy 1:17—Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be 
honor and glory forever and ever. 

   The second commandment, which prohibits graven images, is a tribute to God’s 
spirituality. He is not to be worshipped materially, but spiritually (cf. John 4:24). 

   c. God alone is pure spirit. 

    God is the exemplary, unsourced, and perfectly self-consistent spirit from which 
all other spirits derive their created identity. He is distinguished from all lesser 
spirits in terms of origin and containment 

    John 4:24—God is spirit. 

    Hebrews 12:9—God is the “father of spirits.” 

  3. The Functions of Spirituality. A spirit can: 

a. Perceive—Mark 2:8—Jesus perceived in his spirit the reasoning of his critics. 

b. Purpose—Acts 19:21—Paul purposed in his spirit to go to Jerusalem.  

c. Rejoice—Luke 1:47—Mary’s spirit rejoiced in God her savior. 

d. Worship—John 4:24 

We commonly think of these functions as occurring in the brain, and in humans there 
is a clear symbiosis here. However, these functions are attributed to the spirit. 
Further, it is self-evident that spirits can “see” (Ps 33:13), “hear” (Ps 34:17) and 
otherwise sense apart from sensory organs or bodies (poss. Luke 16:23–24). 

On other occasions, God condescends to make himself known by ascribing to himself 
bodily parts (hands, arms, feet, eyes, ears, etc.). These “anthropomorphisms” are 
employed to accommodate finite minds that cannot comprehend these functions apart 
from material organs and empirical processes. These are not to be understood as 
literal body parts. 
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Question: How can God be “seen” if (1) he is invisible and (2) Scripture clearly says that he 
cannot be seen under pain of death?  

(1) That God is “pure” spirit does not mean that he cannot manifest himself in physical form (the 
error of docetism). God can manifest himself as a bush (Exod 3:2–6), a dove (John 1:32), or 
as a person (the Angel of the Lord). In fact, he has chosen to manifest himself permanently in 
human form in the person of Jesus Christ (Heb 2:17 cf. 7:24; 1 Tim 2:5; Acts 7:56). 

(2) John’s statement that no one has seen God (1 John 4:12), and Moses’ restriction from seeing 
God, such that he saw only his “back” rather than the “face” of God (Exod 33:20, 23) must be 
harmonized with the fact that many have seen God and lived to tell of it (Num 12:8; Isa 6:5). 
Note the following: 

• John’s comments must be understood in light of his comments in John 1:18 (No one has 
ever seen God; but God the One and Only, who is at the Father's side, has made him 
known). God cannot ordinarily be seen, but the Son, himself uniquely God, can be seen.  

• The Exodus passage is more difficult, and clearly was understood by some to mean that 
one could see God, but to do so would be fatal (Judg 13:22; Isa 6:5). Probably what is 
meant is that a full manifestation of God’s holy majesty would kill the observer, due 
either to the observer’s finiteness or sinfulness. Moses saw God (probably a preincarnate 
Christophany), but did not see God in all his glory. 

 B. Life 

  1. Biblical Proof 

Jeremiah 10:10—But the LORD is the true God; he is the living God and the 
everlasting King.. 

1 Timothy 4:10—The living God is the savior of all men, and especially of those who 
believe. 

Hebrews 10:30–31—It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God. 

 2. The Meaning of Life 

  a.  In saying that God is living, we mean more than the simple scientific definition 
(that includes animals and even plants). We mean the term in a more theological 
sense as potential energy directed by its own intelligence. As a living being, God 
is able to consciously do things external to himself. 

   b. Just as was the case with God’s spirituality, God’s life can be distinguished from 
the life possessed by other living persons in that all other life derives from God.  

    John 1:4—In him was life, and that life was the light of men. 

    Acts 17:28—In him we live and move and have our being…. We are his offspring. 

    Note also the common OT clause “As I live, says the Lord,” an expression used in 
divine oaths, which communicates that nothing is more certain than the life of 
God. 
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  3. The Functions of Life. The Living God can: 

  a. Speak (Deut 5:26). 

  b. Create and preserve the universe (Jer 10:10–13). 

  c. Provide deliverance (Dan 6:26–27). 

  d. Perform miracles (Josh 3:10–17). 

  e. Redeem men (1 Tim 4:10) 

  f. Judge sin (Heb 10:30–31). 

 C.  Intelligence  

  1. Biblical Proof 

1 Samuel 2:3—The LORD is a God who knows. 

Proverbs 3:19–20–By wisdom the LORD laid the earth’s foundations, by 
understanding he set the heavens in place; by his knowledge the deeps were 
divided, and the clouds let drop the dew. 

Romans 11:33—Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God.. 

  2. The Meaning of Intelligence 

As used above, knowledge is the possession of facts; understanding is the correlation 
of facts; Wisdom is the ability to apply those facts for good ends. All persons have 
these skills to some degree; God possesses them perfectly. 

D.  Purpose 

1. Biblical Proof 

 Isaiah 14:26–27—This is the plan determined for the whole world…. For the LORD 
Almighty has purposed, and who can thwart him?  

Ephesians 1:11—Our election was “predestined according to the plan of him who 
works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.”  

2. The Meaning of Purpose 

Purpose is reaction to a future goal, which exists only in the mind, as though it were 
already present. Personal beings can construct plans apart from brute instinct, and 
exercise personal prerogatives to achieve those plans. Animals react only to the 
stimulus of the moment—they cannot contradict instinct in pursuit of a self-devised 
goal. 

E.  Action 

1.  Biblical Proof 
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Psalm 46:8— Come see the works of the Lord. 

John 5:17—My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working. 

Philippians 2:13—God works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose. 
God is active.  

2. The Meaning of Action 

 God independently performs deeds. He does so because he can (life) and because he 
has decided to do so (in accordance with his purposes).  

F.  Freedom 

1. Biblical Proof 

Job 23:13—He does whatever he pleases. 

Daniel 4:35—He does as he pleases with the powers of heaven and the peoples of the 
earth. No one can hold back his hand or say to him: “What are you doing?” 

Ephesians 1:11—He works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.  

 2. The Meaning of Freedom 

  a.  Freedom is self-determination, the ability to make determinations in keeping with 
one’s nature and purposes. 

  b. Kinds of Freedom 

   (1) Freedom of Indifference or contra-causal freedom is the freedom to do not 
only what one desires, but also the opposite. It is unlikely that any person 
could ever have this kind of freedom. Even God does not possess this freedom 
since he is restricted by his own nature (e.g., Titus 1:2). 

   (2) Freedom of Spontenaeity is the freedom to make choices according to one’s 
own nature, purposes, and governing desires apart from external compulsion. 
All persons have such freedom, but finite persons are restricted in the 
execution of these choices. Only God is wholly free or sovereign in that he is 
bound in neither the realm of his choices or their implementation by any force 
external to himself. 

 Question: Is it proper to speak of man as having a free will?  

In view of the preceding, it seems necessary to assign to man freedom of spontenaeity in 
that he is not coerced to choose anything contrary to his own nature, purposes, and 
governing desires. That is, he chooses ever according to his own nature, but due to the 
depravity of his nature possesses no chaste intentions. As such it may rightly be said that 
he cannot please God (Rom 8:6–8, etc.), while at the same time maintaining man’s 
freedom of spontenaeity and attendant culpability.  
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Jonathan Edwards’s distinction between natural and moral inability is informative on this 
point. Man’s native ability to make choices (natural freedom) remains intact after the fall, 
but his affections are so thoroughly corrupted as to suggest only corrupt choices to the 
will (moral inability). 

The mystery of man’s freedom and God’s unalterable decree is not an easy one to unlock. 
Man is never coerced to choose anything contrary to his nature, but it is apparent that 
God’s all-inclusive knowledge dissects men so thoroughly that he may predict with 
absolute certainty what man’s “free” acts will include. However, no theological 
explanation has ever been able to fully satisfy this question. 

G.  Emotion 

1. Biblical Proof 

Isaiah 63:9–10—In all their distress he too was distressed…. 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.  

 Psalm 11:5–7—The wicked and those who love violence his soul hates…. But the 
LORD is righteous, he loves justice. 

2. The Meaning of Emotion 

 a. Emotion is a disposition toward an object or action, sourced in the mind, that 
expresses itself in feeling. All persons possess emotions. 

 b. Passions are various reflexes and reactions emanating spontaneously and 
variously from a complex of dispositions, habits, and chemical/glandular 
impulses. Passions are not essential to personhood. 

Question: Is the quality of impassibility attributable to God?  

The quality of impassibility (the absence of passion), which has long been a quality attributed 
to God, is in serious jeopardy of being lost today. Open theists and Arminians especially 
scoff at the idea of impassibility, and even many from a Calvinistic persuasion (e.g., Grudem 
and Erickson) have discarded this attribute of God as unsustainable. This is because of a 
conflation of passion with emotion, the latter which God clearly has. This is not the historic 
understanding of divine impassibility. By affirming divine impassibility, we affirm not that 
God has no feeling but that no creature can independently inflict any emotional distress upon 
God so that he is moved inevitably to an action that he would otherwise not have performed. 
As W. G. T. Shedd notes,  

God cannot be wrought upon, and impressed, by the universe of matter and mind which 
he has created from nothing. Creatures are passively related to each other, and are made 
to be affected by the other creatures; but the Creator is self-subsistent and independent of 
creation, so that he is not passively correlated to anything external to himself…. Even 
when God is complacent towards a creature’s holiness, and displacent toward a creature’s 
sin, this is not the same as a passive impression upon a sensuous organism, from an 
outward sensible object, eliciting temporarily a sensation that previously was unfelt. Sin 
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and holiness are not substances; and God’s love and wrath are self-moved and unceasing 
energies of the Divine nature. He is voluntarily and eternally complacent towards good, 
and displacent toward evil. 

In view of the preceding, “passions” arise out of learning, sensing, adapting, and reacting 
activities of finite persons, specifically, those who lack omniscience. With this 
understanding, God is properly understood to be impassive, but he is not emotionless. 

H.  Self-Consciousness 

1. Biblical Proof 

Exodus 3:14—In response to the question who God is, he replies, “I Am who I Am.” 

1 Corinthians 2:10b, 11b—The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of 
God. For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man's spirit 
within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit 
of God.  

 2. The Meaning of Self-Consciousness  

Self-consciousness is the ability to objectify oneself in one’s own thoughts and know 
that one has done so. It is the ability to abstractly reflect upon his self, analyzing 
motives, intentions, and affections. All persons can do this, but finite persons are do 
so incompletely and are prone to self-deception (Ps 19:12; 139:23–24; 1 Cor 13: 12). 

 I. Moral Agency 

  1. Biblical Proof 

   Habakkuk 1:13—Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong. 

   1 Peter 1:15–16—Just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is 
written: “Be holy, because I am holy.” 

  2. The Meaning of Moral Agency 

   Moral agency is the awareness of obligation in issues of right and wrong that is 
unique to persons. It is the ability to say “I ought.” God is the standard of moral 
purity and is thus free from all that is evil, and perfectly represents what is good. 

 V.  The Attributes of God 

A. Introduction 

1.  Definition: The attributes of God are those unique qualities and perfections that 
inhere in and manifest the being or essence of God.  

a. By saying the attributes inhere in the divine essence is meant that they are more 
than a list of adjectives or characteristics that describe God; they are the essential 
conflation of divine qualities without which he would cease to be God. God is 
what his attributes are. 



 18 

b. By saying that the attributes manifest the divine essence is meant that God is 
known only through his attributes.  

 2. The Classification of the Attributes  

  a. There are multiple ways to classify the attributes of God: 

• Communicable and Incommunicable (Berkof; Shedd; Grudem) 

• Natural/Metaphysical/Constitutive and Moral (Thiessen; Dabney; Feinberg) 

• Greatness and Goodness (Erickson; McCune) 

• Absolute/Necessary and Relative/Voluntary (Strong) 

• Summary, Transcendent, and Manifest (Reymond; Morton Smith; Grudem) 

• Power, Knowledge, and Goodness (Frame) 

b. The fact that debate persists here (and criticisms can rightly be raised against each 
schema) is chiefly due to the simplicity of God. None of God’s attributes can 
rightly be discussed in isolation from the rest; instead, they together form a tight 
web of mutually intersecting qualities so interconnected that the parts can scarcely 
be distinguished in the whole. To say “God is what his attributes are” is not to say 
that God is comprised of 12 or 14 independently classifiable parts, but rather that 
he is a unique conflation of them all.  

c. For outline purposes, this syllabus will use the following classification schema: 

 (1) Summary Attributes (Reymond’s “Transcendent Adjectives”) are qualities 
that rightly qualify all the other attributes to distinguish God from all other 
persons in each of six realms, categorized below under two heads: 

• Independence 

• Infinitude 

• Immutability 

(2) Natural Realms 

• Being (Omnipresence; Eternity) 

• Knowledge (Omniscience; Omnisapience) 

• Power (Omnipotence) 

(3) Moral Realms 

• Holiness (Righteousness, Justice) 

• Truth (Faithfulness) 

• Goodness (Love, Mercy, Grace) 
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 A. The Summary Attributes of God 

 The following three attributes are classified as “summary” or “transcendent,” so called 
because they properly stand apart as qualifiers of all of the attributes in the natural and 
moral realms. 

1.  The Independence of God (also called his self-existence or aseity) 

a.  Definition: The independence of God is his absolutely necessary being and 
sovereignty sourced wholly in himself.  

(1) God exists necessarily not by an act of his will (i.e., he is not self-caused), but 
by the dictates of his own nature (i.e., he is uncaused). He cannot be other 
than what he is.  

(2) God is totally non-contingent on anything external to himself with respect 
both to his existence and his activities—impassibility. God cannot be affected 
by the free acts of his creatures, because, while free, these actions are not free 
from external causation and therefore are not truly independent.  

b.   Biblical proof (see Bavinck, Doctrine of God, pp. 142–43) 

Exodus 3:14; 6:3; cf. John 8:58—“I Am that I Am” This play on the Hebrew 
word for “to be,” reflected elsewhere in his primary Hebrew name, “Yahweh,” 
identifies God by his primary characteristic: He is the absolutely necessary 
and static being, transcendent over, independent of, distinct from, and 
indispensable to all other beings. 

Acts 17:24–25, 28—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…. For in him we live and move and 
have our being. 

See also passages such as Job 42:2; Ps 115:3; Dan 4:35; Rom 9:15–16; Eph 1:5, 
9, 11; etc., which speak specifically to the independence of God with respect 
to his purposes, counsel, choices, and exercise of power.  

  c. Implications of Divine Aseity 

   (1) By virtue of his aseity, God is necessarily Lord and possessor of all creation. 

    Psalm 24:1—The earth is the LORD's, and everything in it, the world, and all 
who live in it. 

   (2) Everything that creatures are and have comes from God. 

    James 1:17—Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from 
the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting 
shadows. 
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(3) When we give to God, we give back only what he has first given us, or, in the 
words of Augustine, “When God crowns our merits, he is crowning his own 
gifts in us.”  

 1 Peter 4:10—We are “stewards of the manifold grace of God.” 

(4) When we give back to God, he therefore has no obligation to recompense us. 

 Luke 17:10—Stewards who serve their master are “only doing their duty.” 

(5) God owes nothing to any creature. 

 Job 41:11 (cf. Rom 11:35–36)—Who has a claim against me that I must pay? 
Everything under heaven belongs to me. 

(6) God has no needs. 

 Psalm 50:9–13—I have no need of a bull from your stall or of goats from your 
pens, for every animal of the forest is mine, and the cattle on a thousand 
hills. I know every bird in the mountains, and the creatures of the field are 
mine. If I were hungry I would not tell you, for the world is mine, and all 
that is in it. Do I eat the flesh of bulls or drink the blood of goats? 

2.  The Infinitude of God   

a.  Definition—The infinitude of God is the complete absence of external limitations 
or restrictions with respect to his person and actions; his intrinsic perfection and 
completeness.  

Theological infinity is to be distinguished from mathematical infinities, which 
operate expansively from finite quantities to an infinitely quantitative sum of 
finite parts. Instead, God is qualitatively different from and better than his 
creation. As such, divine infinitude means more than that he is omnipresent and 
everlasting within or comprehensively knowledgeable about his universe. He is, 
instead, unrestricted by time, space, and mental/moral deficiency, and, as such, 
cannot be completely fathomed by the efforts of mankind. He has only the self-
imposed limits of his nature and will.  

b.   Biblical proof 

Psalm 145:3—Great is the LORD and most worthy of praise; his greatness no one 
can fathom. 

Psalm 147:5—Great is our Lord and mighty in power; his understanding has no 
limit 

1 Kings 8:27—The heavens, even the highest heaven cannot contain you. 

Matthew 5:48—Your heavenly Father is perfect. 

Romans 11:33—Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of 
God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out! 
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  c. Qualifications 

   (1) God’s infinitude does not mean that he is wholly without restriction. He is 
most certainly limited by the limits of his own nature and character. 

    Habakkuk 1:13—Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate 
wrong. 

    1 Timothy 2:13—God is faithful, for he cannot disown himself. 

    Titus 1:2—God cannot lie. 

   (2) That God is unbound by the created space-time continuum does not mean that 
he cannot enter into it. 

• God is not ex lex, or outside the law. The law is an expression of his 
character and thus he cannot act contrary to it. 

• God can be apprehended within our created space-time continuum, but he 
cannot be comprehended, because he exists beyond it. 

 d. Objections  

  (1)  Passages That Suggest God Is Limited 

• Matthew 13:58; Mark 6:5—He did not/could not do many miracles there 
because of their unbelief (see also Matt 23:37). 

Answer: The “could not” of Mark 6:5 is explained by the “did not” of 
Matthew 13:58. He chose not to do miracles because of a self-imposed 
limitation on his miraculous energies (see, in principle, Matt 12:38–39; 
Luke 1:53; 5:31; John 6:26ff). It is not as though he was restricted 
externally by the unbelief of his hearers.   

• Psalm 78:41—They limited the Holy One of Israel (KJV). 

Answer: The Hebrew term here is tawah, which can mean “limited” (so 
the KJV), but more likely means something like “pained” (NAS) “vexed” 
(NIV), or “provoked” (ESV, NLT). In this case, no problem presents itself. 
Even if the sense of “limited” is correct, the verse can be successfully 
harmonized the same way as the example immediately above.  

  (2)  The Paradox of God Building a Rock Too Large for Him to Move 

Answer: The paradox triumphantly raised by some is a foolish one. Creating 
such a rock is wholly contrary to God’s character and designs. He does not 
wish to make such a rock, and cannot be cajoled by his creatures into making 
such a rock. The whole paradox could never occur, and is therefore irrelevant. 

  (3) The Problem of Other Perfect Beings (Gen 6:9; Job 1:1; Ezek 28:12, 15) 

   Answer: Descriptions of creatures as “perfect” should be taken as statements 
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of relative integrity, motivation, and obedience, and are probably best 
understood as reflecting maturity, integrity, or even simple symmetry. 

   That God demands holiness of men is necessary to his holy and just nature 
(Matt 5:48; 1 Pet 1:15–16). This is not to say, however, that people are 
capable of such perfection. Though required of all, perfection is beyond the 
reach of all the non-glorified (1 John 1:8). And even in their glorified states, 
men’s holiness cannot be quantitatively or qualitatively that of God. 

3. The Immutability of God 

a.  Definition—The immutability of God is his changelessness with respect to his 
person, attributes, and purposes; his incapability of growth or decay in any 
respect. 

God has never grown or diminished; he has never learned or forgotten anything; 
he has not changed his mind about anything, nor lost any of his power. He is 
neither more nor less merciful, loving, wise, truthful, etc., than he ever was. 

b.   Biblical proof. God is unchangeable in his: 

 (1)  Purpose: Ezekiel 24:14—I am the LORD. I have spoken; it shall come to 
pass; I will do it. I will not go back; I will not relent. 

(2) Decree: Psalm 33:11—The plans of the Lord stand forever. 

     Isaiah 46:11— What I have said, that will I bring about; what I 
have planned, that will I do. 

(3) Promises: Romans 11:29—God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable. 

(4) Person: Malachi 3:6—I the Lord do not change. 

  Hebrews 1:11–12—They will perish, but you remain; they will 
all wear out like a garment. You will roll them up like a robe; 
like a garment they will be changed. But you remain the 
same, and your years will never end. 

(5) Character: James 1:17—The Father does not change like shifting shadows. 

c.   Objections 

(1) Texts that speak of God repenting, relenting, being sorry, regretting (Gen 6:6; 
Exod 32:14; 1 Sam 15:10–11; 2 Sam 24:16; Isa 38:1–6; Jonah 3:4; 4:10; etc.). 

(a) Some dismiss these texts as instances of anthropopathism—attributing 
human motions and emotions to God for the sake of our understanding. 
There is probably some truth to this idea, but there is probably more to the 
answer than anthropopathism alone.  

(b) A better answer is to recognize that God changes in his dealings and 
relationships with changeable men in order to remain changeless in his 
dispositions: immutability does not mean immobility.  
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• God’s delight in his creation changed to sorrow when sin entered (Gen 
6:6). 

• God’s anger at Nineveh’s sin changed to approval when they repented 
(Jon 3:4). 

(c) A further point of explanation is the fact that many of God’s 
announcements are conditional in nature, carrying unspoken exceptions 
and exclusions. This explanation is particularly useful for Jonah, who 
explicitly recognizes this phenomenon when he flees to Tarshish (Jon 4:2). 

(d) Finally, it is necessary to ask how a perfect God could possibly change. If 
he changes for the better, it then follows that he was not perfect before. If 
he changes for the worse, then in time God could become infinitely evil. 

  (2) The Problem of Changing Standards (e.g., the suspension of the Mosaic Law) 

   (a) That God’s administrative expectations change from era to era does not 
mean that his essential moral nature has changed. There are abiding 
ethical norms in God that do not change.  

   (b) Changes in the temporal penalties for sin do not require changes in the 
nature of the sin itself. 

   (3) The Problem of the Incarnation: Did God change when he became a man? 

    While John 1:14 speaks of the Word as “becoming flesh,” the Scripture 
writers are ordinarily use more precise language: Christ “partook of flesh” 
(Heb 2:14), received a body that had been “prepared for him” (Heb 10:5), or 
assumed human likeness (Rom 8:3; Phil 2:7). These texts qualify John’s 
statement. Christ did not “become man” in the absolute sense that his deity 
became something other than what and where and when and how it always 
previously had been. He added a human nature to his person without any 
change to his deity. This seminal tenet of Christology has been regarded as 
orthodox since Chalcedon. 

   (4) The Problem of the Crucifixion: Did God change when he died? 

    Expanding on the previous point, while the singular theanthropic person of 
God (which is divine) experienced death with respect to his humanity (i.e., his 
human material and immaterial were disjoined), Christ did not experience 
death in his divinity. God did not cease to exist and in no sense suffered any 
suspension of the perichoresis by which the Trinitarian union is eternally 
maintained. God is immortal and cannot be otherwise without ceasing to be 
what he eternally is (1 Tim 1:17; 6:16). See below. 

   (5) The Question of A Non-Relational God: Open/Process Theists and many in 
the Emergent community object that an impassive, changeless God cannot 
possibly relate with his creatures at all, stifling all divine impulses of mercy 
and love. 
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    (a) That God cannot be independently wrought upon so as to induce passions 
does not mean that he is without feeling. This is a miscarriage of the idea 
of impassibility. 

    (b) That God cannot change in his person or decree does not mean that he 
cannot experience relational changes. He grieves, he loves, he pities, and 
conversely he hates and becomes angry. But none of these requires 
changes in his character, knowledge, decree, or essence. 

 B. The Natural Attributes of God:   

In a very real sense, the categories “natural” and “moral” overlap in God. But in our quest 
to understand God, it seems best to differentiate between natural attributes (those 
attributes that are tied intrinsically to God’s essence, which he holds uniquely apart from 
any interaction with his creatures) and moral attributes (those attributes which are also 
intrinsic, but which are most clearly seen through God’s interaction with his creatures, 
and which can be possessed in a finite way by men and angels).  

1.  God is independent, infinite, and immutable with respect to his being. That is, he is 
omnipresent (he is not limited by space) and eternal (he is not limited by time). 

a.  Omnipresence 

(1) Definition—By omnipresence is meant that God transcends spatial limitations 
and so is present simultaneously and eternally in all places with the whole of 
his being.  

 Some distinguish the terms omnipresence (that God is everywhere in the 
universe with all of his being) and immensity (that God transcends the spatial 
limitations of his universe), but most theologians today use the terms 
interchangeably.  

(2) Biblical proof 

1 Kings 8:27—Will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the highest 
heaven, cannot contain you (cf. also Acts 17:24–25).  

Jeremiah 23:24—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?” declares the LORD. 

Psalm 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. 

(3) Qualifications  

 (a) Omnipresence does not mean that God is everything and everything is 
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God (pantheism). God fills the universe in a metaphysical sense, not a 
physical sense. No physical entity is God, though God sometimes chooses 
to manifest himself through a physical entity.  

(b) Omnipresence means more than that God is a spirit being. Other 
incorporeal spirits exist (angels, demons), but these are not rightly 
described as omnipresent. Though invisible, these entities are in some 
sense localized (see, e.g., Dan 9:21–23; 10:10–14).  

(c) Omnipresence does not mean that part of God is in one place and part of 
him is in another or that he is thinly spread about the universe. He is 
everywhere present in his whole being. 

(d) Omnipresence does not merely mean that the evidences of God’s presence 
are everywhere. His being (not just his laws and operations) is 
everywhere. 

(e) Omnipresence does not mean that God manifests himself uniformly 
throughout his entire universe. For instance, he does not “dwell” on earth 
as he does in heaven (Matt 6:9, etc.); he is not “in” the wicked in the same 
sense that he is in believers (1 Cor 3:16, etc.). 

(f) Furthering the point above we note also that God does not displace 
anything with his being. As Storms notes, “God is where everything else 
is” (Grandeur of God, p. 89). 

(4) Objections:  

 (a) How can God be in hell (Ps 139:8; Rev 14:10)? 

Answer: The second death, which confines the unbeliever to hell, is 
defined as the permanent separation of the human soul from God. In fact, 
one of the most significant torments experienced in hell is the withdrawal 
of God’s influence from the soul. However, God is not actually absent 
from hell. He is not subject to its torments, of course, but his metaphysical 
presence is there such that he oversees the eternal operations of hell. No 
hell-bound creature, however, will ever have the pleasure of fellowship 
with God.  

 (b) How can an omnipresent God be described as “drawing near” (Jer 23:23; 
Jas 4:8)? 

  Answer: That God is described in terms of being near or far away should 
not be taken in a spatial/locative sense. Nor, however, should it be 
understood in an existential sense as though his presence may be “felt” or 
otherwise known by extrasensory means. Instead, God’s drawing near 
should be understood in the Hebrew sense of coming near for blessing or 
judgment, in this case the former. “Drawing near,” then, is an expression 
of divine approval, favor, and blessing. 
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(5) Practical Values 

 (a)  Negatively, one cannot escape God (Jonah 1:1–3; Amos 9:1–4). 

(b) Positively, the believer can never be abandoned (Ps 139:10) and can be the 
dwelling-place of God (John 14:23). 

 b.  Eternity. 

(1) Definition—As the eternal God, God is the author of time, and His existence 
cannot be measured by time. The past, present, and future are possessed by 
God in one indivisible present. 

Time as we know it is marked by the succession of events. With God that 
succession does not exist. God is above time in that sense. Man can be said to 
be above time in a very finite sense (i.e., he can aspire, remember, etc.), but 
God is above time in an actual sense. 

(2) Biblical proof 

Genesis 21:33—God is the “God of the Ages,” the el ’olam. 

Exodus 3:14—God names himself “I AM,” giving some indication of his 
being a living person, but also of his relationship to time—he exists in an 
eternal now (cf. esp. John 8:58). 

Psalm 90:2—Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth 
and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God. 

1 Corinthians 2:7—God’s decree extends “before time began” (πρὸ τῶν 
αἰώνων).  

Revelation 1:8; 4:8—“I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, 
“who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.” 

  (3) Qualifications  

   (a) Time is a system of measurement marked by a succession of events in a 
changing universe. Because the immutable God exists outside his transient 
universe, it is necessary to say that he also exists outside of time as we 
know it. Time began when God created it.  

    Though some of the passages above convey something of a temporally 
linear sense, reflecting the vantage of the human author, these should be 
regarded as an instance of anthropomorphism. God is not merely 
everlasting (i.e., he exists at all times); he is also eternal (i.e., he exists 
outside and above time).  

   (b) That God does not regard time as we do (see, e.g., Ps 90:4; 2 Pet 3:8) does 
not mean that he cannot interact with temporal beings or that he is careless 
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in his expression of temporal realities. That a day is like a thousand years 
to God and a thousand years like a day does not mean that God is 
incapable of differentiating between a day and a millennium or is 
capricious in his use of temporal designations. 

  (4) Objections 

   (a) Timelessness is a Greek philosophical concept, not a biblical one. 

    Answer: While Pythagorus, Parmenides, and Plato developed an advanced 
concept of timelessness well before the concept appears in the theology of 
the church, the idea is not without biblical precedent: 

• That God existed “before” time (1 Cor 2:7) does not make sense apart 
from the idea of timelessness. Note, for instance, Augustine’s 
commentary: “If you are before time, it is not in time that you precede 
it. If this were so, you would not be before time.”  

• The certain nature of God’s decree at a minimum strongly suggests 
timelessness (Eph 2:6). 

• God’s other attributes also seem to reflect both a quantitative and a 
qualitative distinction between man and God. His immutability, 
especially, seems to demand the absence of temporal succession.  

   (b) God must not be timeless since he acts and reacts within time (i.e., God 
created and afterward declared it to be good [Gen 1:31]; he prepared the 
prophets for their ministries before they were born [Jer 1:9]; etc.) 

    Answer: God immutably and eternally decrees without time what will 
occur in time. That is to say that while he manifests himself in time, these 
actions represent no actual change or succession in God. That God is not 
bound by time does not restrict him from manifesting himself in time (just 
as he manifests himself in space). 

   (c) The incarnation presents an insuperable barrier to divine timelessness. 
Christ is clearly not timeless in that be became in time what he was not in 
eternity, and this “new” divine manifestation continues permanently into 
an interminable, temporal future. Further, if timelessness can be predicated 
of God, then Christ is being eternally humiliated and killed in a timeless 
“now,” which is unconscionable (see, e.g., Acts 13:33; Phil 2:5–11, etc.).  

    Answer: This is the most difficult tension for the idea of divine 
atemporality, but it is not a hopeless one. In keeping with the answer 
immediately above, we offer here that there was no point of “time” in 
which the second person of the Trinity was unconscious of idea of 
incarnation or unwilling to take on humanity. Further, it is important to 
note that God did not technically become a man, but rather took on 
humanity, incurring no essential change in his self. As such, the action of 



 28 

incarnation presents no more difficulty than any other divine action.  

  (5) Practical Value 

   (a) Deuteronomy 33:27—There are everlasting arms in time of crisis. 

   (b) Psalm 90:1–2—There is comfort in the midst of the brevity of life (even 
when you know your life will end before you reach the promised land). 

   (c) Psalm 102:1–13—Though we will die, God will not. 

  2.  God is independent, infinite, and immutable with respect to knowledge.  

   a. Omniscience    
   

    (1) Definition—Being omniscient means that God’s knowledge includes all things 
past, present, and future, immediately, simultaneously, and eternally, whether 
things actual or possible. 

 (2)  Biblical Proof 

Psalm 147:5—Our Lord’s understanding has no limit. 

1 John 3:20—God…knows all things (so also John 21:17). 

 This attribute is manifested in  

• The material realm. Job 28:24 (ESV)—God looks to the ends of the 
earth and sees everything under the heavens (so also Heb 4:13). 

• The animal realm. Matthew 10:29—God is intimately aware of the 
death of small birds. 

• The underworld. Job 26:6 (ESV)—Sheol is naked before God, and 
Abaddon has no covering. 

• The thoughts of man. Acts 1:24—Lord, you know everyone's heart 
(see also Luke 5:22; 6:8). 

• Minutiae of personal life. Matthew 10:30—He numbers our hairs. 

• All possibilities. Matthew 11:21, 23—God knows what would have 
happened had Tyre, Sidon, and Sodom had Messianic revelations. 

 (3) Qualifications 

  (a) That God’s knowledge is immediate, simultaneous, and eternal means that 
it is not derived, discursive, or successive. He does not learn things; rather 
his knowledge is coextensive with his eternal decree. He not only has all 
knowledge, but is all knowing. 

   Isaiah 46:9–11—I make known the end from the [standpoint of] the 
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beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. 

   Jeremiah 1:5—Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you 
were born I set you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations. 

   Acts 5:18—The Lord knows all things “from of old.” 

  (b) That God knows all possibilities is not to suggest that he knows 
possibilities as potential certainties. Rather, he knows certainties as 
certainties and possibilities as possibilities. He knows all that will happen 
by means of foreordination, and he knows what would have happened had 
he ordered matters differently. But there is no sense in which he knows 
what could happen in terms of genuine contingency.  

  (c) Certainly there is no sense in which we can predicate any sort of “middle 
knowledge” of multiple possible worlds from which God capriciously 
chooses in the progressive development of his divine decree.   

 (4) Objections 

  (a) The Arminian, seeking to preserve libertarian human freedom, argues for a 
doctrine of simple foreknowledge (that God knows all things by means of 
pre-temporal observation, but does not actually render them certain by an 
act of his will). 

   Answer: This theory has no biblical basis, but rather rests on a lexically 
untenable understanding of “foreknowledge” (the προγινωκω word 
family). Assuming for sake of argument the anthropomorphic language of 
divine temporality, we must conclude that God certainly knows all things 
“in advance.” However, the term means more than this, carrying with it 
(esp. when a personal object is in view) the idea of ordination and 
selection (see BDAG, p. 866, and all the standard lexicons). God knows 
all future events because he has determined all future events. The only 
alternative is that God is himself wholly determined. 

  (b) The Open Theist, likewise seeking to preserve libertarian human freedom, 
argues that God neither determines nor knows the future. 

   Answer:  This understanding is absurd in view of the biblical data above, 
reducing these statements to little more than omnicompetence and turning 
biblical prophecy into mere probabilism (see Frame, Doctrine of God, pp. 
490–94). On the contrary, Scripture speaks of God’s knowledge as being 
“perfect,” homologating neither error nor contingency (Job 37:16). 

  (c) The Bible speaks of divine ignorance (e.g., Gen 3:9; 11:5; 18:20–21; 
22:12; Deut 13:3; Ps 13:1; etc.). 

   Answer: These texts do not clearly specify that God did not know the data 
in question apart from observation. This must be inferred from incomplete 
data. In each case, other alternatives arise: 
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• In Genesis 3:9, God is not unaware of Adam’s presence (a fact which 
even an open theist, with his understanding that God possesses all past 
and present knowledge, should concede). Instead, this is a pedagogical 
technique designed to draw out a confession from Adam and Eve. 

• Genesis 11:5 and 18:20–21 again speak of present knowledge, but in 
this case other explanations seem to commend themselves, namely, 
(1) that God was coming down in judgment, collecting evidence to 
that end, using (2) anthropomorphic language for the understanding of 
his hearers.  

• Genesis 22:12 and Deuteronomy 13:3 also call for a judicial 
explanation. Nowhere in these passages do we find a statement that 
God was ignorant of the faith of those tested prior to the test, only that 
the test successfully demonstrated their faith (or lack of faith). This 
demonstration, then, becomes the basis for God’s response of 
blessing/judgment.  

• Passages that suggest that God “remembers” and “forgets” (e.g., Ps 
13:1) should not be taken as cognitive deficiency; rather, they speak to 
God either extending or withholding covenant blessings.  

 (5) Practical Value 

   (a) God is aware of all our needs even before we are aware of them—
Matthew 6:8; Isa 65:24. 

   (b) The disasters and inequities of life are within God’s knowledge and 
control—Psalm 94. 

 b. The Omnisapience of God 

(1) Definition—By omnisapience is meant that God applies his knowledge in 
such a way that the best means are employed to achieve the highest ends in 
order to glorify him the most: God is all wise. 

(2) Biblical Proof. 

Romans 16:27—God is described as “the only wise God.” 

Romans 11:33—Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of 
God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out! 

This attribute is manifested… 

• In creation. Psalm 104:24—How many are your works, O LORD! In wisdom 
you made them all. 
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• In providence. Romans 8:28—God causes all things to work together for 
good to those who love God, to those who are called according to his 
purpose. 

• In redemption. Ephesians 3:10—His intent was that now, through the church, 
the manifold wisdom of God should be made known. 

(3) Qualifications 

 (a) The omnisapience of God is directly tied to his omniscience. Only an 
infinitely knowledgeable God could possibly know all of the factors that 
comprehensively determine the best possible course of action. 

 (b) By arguing for divine omnisapience, we are arguing that ours is the best of 
all possible worlds (so Aquinas). It is not, so be sure, the world with the 
least possible evil; nonetheless, the passages above suggest that the world 
in which we live best forwards the whole of God’s purposes and interests 
for the universe. See below under the decree of God and problem of evil.   

  (4) Practical Value: God’s wisdom assures the believer that God not only knows 
the events of the believer’s life, but also that the events that are occurring are 
the best possible thing that can happen, both for the believer’s growth and 
God’s glory. 

c.  The Incomprehensibility of God.  

(1) Definition—By incomprehensibility is meant that God cannot be completely 
known by a finite mind. 

(2) Biblical proof 

Psalm 139:6—God’s knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to 
attain. 

Job 11:7–9—Can you fathom the mysteries of God? 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. 

Isaiah 55:9—“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.” 

Romans 11:33—Oh, the depth both of the riches of the wisdom and 
knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths 
beyond tracing out! 

(3) A Clarification: This does not mean that God is unknowable in the neo-
orthodox sense. A finite mind can know absolute truth about God, and he can 
have absolute knowledge of God himself, but he cannot know all the absolute 
truth there is about God. 
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  (4) Practical Value 

   (a) The knowledge of God is an inexhaustible field. Proverbs 25:2: It is the 
glory of God to conceal a matter; to search out a matter is the glory of 
kings. (cf. also Deut 29:29). 

   (b) It makes the highest spiritual worship possible (Romans 11:33). One 
cannot truly worship a finite God, one that can ultimately be mastered. It 
is the greatest glory of mankind to glorify God by worshiping him forever. 
It would seem that this is impossible if he could be fully known. 

 3. God is independent, infinite, and immutable with respect to his power: He is 
omnipotent. 

  a. Definition— By omnipotence is meant that, by his exhaustless power, God can do 
all things consistent with his character and will. 

  b. Biblical Proof 

   Job 42:2—You can do all things; no plan of yours can be thwarted. 

   Psalm 115:3—Our God is in heaven; he does whatever pleases him. 

   Jeremiah 32:17, 27—Ah, Sovereign LORD, you have made the heavens and the 
earth by your great power and outstretched arm. Nothing is too hard for 
you…. I am the LORD, the God of all mankind. Is anything too hard for me? 

   This attribute is manifested… 

• Over all creation. Psalm 135:6—The LORD does whatever pleases him, in 
the heavens and on the earth, in the seas and all their depths. 

• Over men and angels. Daniel 4:35—All the peoples of the earth are 
regarded as nothing. He does as he pleases with the powers of heaven and 
the peoples of the earth. No one can hold back his hand or say to him: 
“What have you done?” 

• Over Satan. Job 1:12; Revelation 20:2, 10—Satan must ask God for 
permission to do things, and will ultimately be cast by God into hell. 

• Over sin and depravity. Matthew 19:6—With God all things are possible. 

• Over death. 1 Corinthians 6:14—By his power God raised the Lord from 
the dead, and he will raise us also. 

  c. Qualifications 

(1) God can do all that he wills, but he will not do all that he can. In short, he has 
absolute power over his own power. He cannot, for instance... 

(a) Do logically nonsensical things such as making a shorter than a straight 
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line between two points, make A be not-A, create a rock to large to lift, 
etc. 

(b) Do immoral things 

Titus 1:2—God…cannot lie. 

Numbers 23:19—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? 

(c) Act contrarily to his own will 

Hebrews 2:17—He had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order 
that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to 
God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. 

Matthew 26:39—My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from 
me. Yet not as I will, but as you will. 

Note: This is not to say that God is under any external compulsion to do 
these things. His actions are never necessary in this sense or he would 
cease to be free. All his acts are voluntary. Nonetheless he may, by an act 
of his own will, oblige himself to a certain course of action.  

  (2) God’s omnipotence, like all his attributes, cannot be ceded in any sense to his 
creatures. Some suggest that God voluntarily ceded self-sovereignty to 
humans such that they have control over their own salvation. God is thus 
regarded not as omnipotent, but as “omnicompetent” and wholly impotent in 
the matter of redemption. This is summarily refuted by the witness of 
Scripture: 

   Election:  Romans 9:21–23—Does not the potter have the power to make 
out of the same lump of clay some pottery for noble 
purposes and some for common use? What if God, 
choosing to show his wrath and make his power known, 
bore with great patience the objects of his wrath—prepared 
for destruction? What if he did this to make the riches of 
his glory known to the objects of his mercy, whom he 
prepared in advance for glory. 

   Regeneration: John 1:12–13—To all who received him, to those who believed 
in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—
children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision 
or a husband's will, but born of God.  

   Faith:   Matthew 19:16, 27—The disciples asked, “Who then can be 
saved?” Jesus looked at them and said, “With man this is 
impossible, but with God all things are possible.”  
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d. Practical Values 

(1) That which is impossible for us is possible with God (Matt 19:25–26). 

(2) The events in our lives are not only within the scope of his knowledge and 
wisdom: God also has infinite power to effect his ends. 

C.  The Moral Attributes of God 

 As we have noted above, there is no strict line of demarcation that distinguishes natural 
from moral attributes in God. In a very real sense, it is morally requisite for God to 
possess all of his natural attributes; further, his moral attributes are intrinsic to his nature. 
Nonetheless, it is possible to speak of a class of relational/moral attributes that, together 
with certain functions, can be analogically reflected in persons as the imago dei.  

1. God is independent, infinite, and immutable with respect to his moral character: God 
is Holy. 

 a.  Definition: Holiness is God’s self-affirming purity that renders him separate from 
sin and necessarily devoted to seeking his own honor. 

  (1) Etymologically, holiness comes from simple Greek and Hebrew terms ( ׁשַדָק  
and ἁγιος, respectively) that mean “separate” or “apart.” The terms simply 
mean “set apart from ordinary usage,” and may be applied not only to persons 
but also to physical objects and personal property (Exod 40:11; Lev 29:14, 
16). The term frequently carries no moral connotations at all and can even, 
ironically, denote impurity (Gen. 38:21; Deut 22:9).  

  (2) From this most primitive idea the transition was made to the idea of separation 
from uncleanness, or the idea of moral purity, the common understanding of 
the term today. 

(3) Something of the more primitive amoral meaning of “apartness” persists in 
the descriptor as applied to God. God’s holiness refers not only to his 
apartness from all that is unclean (his ethical purity), but also to his apartness 
from all that is finite and created (his majestic transcendence). 

b.  Biblical Proof 

(1) Holiness as Majestic Transcendence 

 Exodus 15:11—Who among the gods is like you, O LORD? Who is like 
you—majestic in holiness, awesome in glory, working wonders? 

 Psalm 99:1–3—The LORD reigns, let the nations tremble; he sits enthroned 
between the cherubim, let the earth shake. Great is the LORD in Zion; he 
is exalted over all the nations. Let them praise your great and awesome 
name—he is holy.  

Isaiah 6:1–4—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 
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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 (see also Rev 4:6–8). 

 (2)  Holiness as Ethical Purity 

 Leviticus 1:43–47—Do not defile yourselves…. Do not make yourselves 
unclean. I am the LORD your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, 
because I am holy…. You must distinguish between unclean and clean. 

 Isaiah 5:16—The LORD Almighty will be exalted by his justice, and the holy 
God will show himself holy by his righteousness. 

 Isaiah 6:5—Isaiah was convinced of his ruin for having seen the thrice holy 
God from the standpoint of “unclean lips.” 

 Acts 3:14—You disowned the Holy and Righteous One and asked that a 
murderer be released to you. 

c.   The Question of Priority: Is Holiness Primary Among God’s Attributes? 

 (1) What cannot be said of holiness relative to the other divine attributes 

  (a) It is inappropriate to think of holiness as a temporally primary attribute to 
which other attributes were progressively added. God immutably is what 
his attributes are. 

  (b) It is inappropriate to think of holiness as a quantitatively primary 
attribute—that God has more holiness than he has love, truth, etc. God 
possesses all of his attributes in infinite supply. 

  (c) It is inappropriate to think of holiness as a necessary attribute and other 
attributes as dispensable, merely voluntary, or incidental responses to 
external stimuli. All of God’s attributes are necessary in God, and to 
diminish any of them would be to make him less than God. 

  (d) It is inappropriate to set God’s individual attributes against one another as 
contradictions in the divine essence. That is to say, we should not think 
that God’s love canceled out his holiness on the cross or that holiness 
extinguishes his love in the Lake of Fire.  

 (2) What may be said of holiness relative to the other attributes 

  (a) The attribute of holiness is unique in that it functions both as a summary 
attribute (his majestic transcendence) and as a moral attribute (his ethical 
purity). No other attribute functions more broadly than holiness. 

  (b) The biblical writers favor holiness above the other attributes in their 
descriptions and designations for God. 
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• God is described as the “Holy One” 56 times. 

• The third person of the Trinity accepts the designation “Holy Spirit.” 

• God is the thrice holy God (Isa 6:4; Rev 4:8). 

• God swears by his holiness (Ps 89:35; Amos 4:2) 

  (c) Among moral attributes, holiness supplies the ethical standard from which 
the attributes of God’s goodness flow, both defining what is “good” and 
governing the manifestation of goodness. The holiness of God is the 
ground of all moral obligation. 

  (d) All expressions of divine goodness require the satisfaction of God’s holy 
standards. Contrarily, the expressions of divine holiness do not require the 
satisfaction of the demands of God’s loving “standards.” 

(e) While both the holiness and love of God may rightly be regarded as self-
affirming qualities (i.e., attributes that God has in himself), the attribute of 
love is intrinsically a self-communicating quality. As God, God must be 
perfectly loving in himself, but is under no obligation to communicate 
these qualities to his creatures.  

 If God does not savingly communicate his holiness/love/mercy/grace to 
his creatures, neither his holiness nor his love in himself can be rightly 
challenged. However, if he looks with favor upon the creature to whom he 
has not communicated his holiness/love/mercy/grace, then both his 
holiness and his love in himself are subject to challenge. 

When God loves believers he loves himself in believers (substitution), and 
for God to otherwise love a creature is for God to love something that is 
not holy, thus denying his own holiness and perfect love. 

Conclusion: While it is improper to speak of any of God’s attributes as more 
primary, more necessary, or more abundant than the others, the nature of 
holiness as a summary attribute with an absolute, intrinsic ethical standard 
renders it a genuinely governing attribute in the outworking of the divine 
perfections.  

Psalm 5:4–6—You are not a God who takes pleasure in evil; with you the 
wicked cannot dwell. The arrogant cannot stand in your presence; you 
hate all who do wrong. You destroy those who tell lies; bloodthirsty 
and deceitful men the LORD abhors. 

Psalm 11:5–7—The LORD examines the righteous, but the wicked and 
those who love violence his soul hates. On the wicked he will rain 
fiery coals and burning sulfur; a scorching wind will be their lot. For 
the LORD is righteous, he loves justice; upright men will see his face. 

Habakkuk 1:13—Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot 
tolerate wrong. 
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 d. The Manifestation of Divine Holiness: Justice and Righteousness 

  (1) Righteousness is conformity to a standard. In God, it is that perfection of his 
character whereby he exhibits perfect conformity to his own holy standard.  

   (a) Two senses. 

• God’s righteousness in se is the eternal and absolute conformity of 
God to his own being. 

• God’s righteousness ad extra is reflected in the imputed righteousness 
of Christ secured for believers on the cross (Rom 1:17; 3:21). 

   (b)  Biblical proof 

Psalm 145:17—The Lord is righteous in all his ways. 

Isaiah 45:19–24—I, the LORD, speak the truth; I declare what is right…. 
By myself I have sworn, my mouth has uttered in all integrity a word 
that will not be revoked…. They will say of me, “In the LORD alone 
are righteousness and strength.” 

   (c) Manifestations of God’s righteousness 

• In punishing the unrighteous. Romans 3:5–6—If our unrighteousness 
serves to show the righteousness of God, what shall we say? That God 
is unrighteous to inflict wrath on us? ( I speak in a human way.) By no 
means! For then how could God judge the world?  

• In rewarding the righteous. Hebrews 6:10—God is not unrighteous so 
as to forget your work of love. 

• In chastening his people. Daniel 9:14—Calamity fell on the people 
because “the Lord our God is righteous with respect to all his deeds.” 

• In the cross of Christ. Romans 3:25–26 cf. Acts 17:3—Propitiation 
was necessary to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine 
forbearance he had passed over former sins. It was to show his 
righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the 
justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. 

• In the forgiveness of sins. 1 John 1:9—If we confess our sins, he is 
faithful and righteous to forgive us. 

  (2) Justice is the pure administration of God’s righteous standard 

   (a) Two Aspects 

• God’s retributive justice is his justice whereby he exercises holy 
wrath against those who violate his righteous standard. 
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• God’s remunerative justice is his justice whereby he shows 
benevolence toward all who conform to his righteous standard. 

   (b) Biblical Proof 

Genesis 18:25—Far be it from you to kill the righteous with the wicked, 
treating the righteous and the wicked alike. Far be it from you! Will 
not the Judge of all the earth do right? 

Romans 2:6–8—God will give to each person according to what he has 
done. To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor 
and immortality, he will give eternal life, but for those who are self-
seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, wrath and anger.  

2 Thessalonians 1:5–7—God is just: He will pay back trouble to those 
who trouble you and give relief to you who are troubled, and to us as 
well and will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the 
gospel of our Lord Jesus. 

  (3) Objections 

   Objection 1: How can a righteous God be jealous (Exod 34:14; Deut 32:26, 
21; Ezek 39:25, etc.)? 

   Answer: Jealousy is intolerance of rivalry/unfaithfulness. For God this is 
not wrong because he is perfectly deserving of the exclusive attention of 
his creatures. In fact, God would be unrighteous if he were not jealous. 

   Objection 2: How can a righteous God be party to genocide (Deut 7:1–2; 
20:16–17) and other atrocities (Psalm 137:9)? 

   Answer: The matter of punitive severity must be measured against (1) the 
severity of the offense and (2) the virtue of the one offended. In both cases 
listed, the punishment was meted against those who had for centuries 
engaged in the foulest forms of idolatry and had relentlessly abused God’s 
covenant people—offenses directly leveled at an infinitely holy God. 

   That the punishment extended to the relatively “innocent” is further no 
tension in God since (1) culpability for “collateral damage” in war does 
not necessarily rest with the aggressor, but may rest with the unjust party 
to war and (2) there are no truly innocent persons in the world.   

   Objection #3: Are you saying that wrath is an attribute of God? 

    Answer: Wrath is the disposition of God arising from his holiness that 
constitutes his necessary and inevitable reaction to sin. It cannot be said, 
however, that “God is wrath” (in the sense of an attribute), because in the 
absence of sin, God exhibits no wrath. The same cannot be true of love, 
mercy, etc., because even in the most violent expression of divine wrath, 
God’s attributes are always present.  



 39 

     Objection #4: If God truly is just, then why does he not treat all people 
equally? 

     Answer: The modern idea of justice as “fairness” or “equitable treatment” 
should not be imposed upon the understanding of God’s justice. As noted 
above, the biblical concept of justice as used in Scripture (the קֶדֶצ  and 
δίκαιος word groups, respectively) is interchangeable with the concept of 
righteousness. To be just is to act in accordance with a standard of 
righteousness. God is always just. God is not always equitable. 

     Objection #5: Then does this mean that God is partial or prejudicial? 

     Answer: No. Partiality is exercised only when a party has a claim to 
something and does not receive it. If God owed everyone a favor, then 
God would be unjust to withhold from one person what he gives to 
another (or vice versa). Partiality is absent, however, when no one has any 
rights. Culpability for sin cannot be predicated of God in such instances 
(see, in principle, Rom 9:21–24) 

  e. Practical Value of God’s Holiness, Righteousness, and Justice 

   (1) It guarantees the punitive finality of judgment against sin and sinners (Acts 
17:31). 

   (2) It guarantees that no good deed will be forgotten (Matt 10:42; Heb 6:10). 

   (3) It guarantees the believer’s eternal security (John 17:24–25). 

   (4) It guarantees that God will never surrender to caprice in the realms of ethics, 
redemption, and sanctification. 

 2.  God is independent, infinite, and immutable with respect to his Truth. 

a.  Definition: By truth is meant the perfect conformity of God’s being, attributes, 
words, and activities to all that God is, ought to be, and claims to be. 

b. Three Aspects: 

 (1) Metaphysically, God is the only true or genuine God in the face of all 
pretenders. No other claimant is what he must be in order to claim to be God. 
God alone answers to the authentic idea of God. 

  Deuteronomy 6:4—The Lord our God the Lord is One. 

  Jeremiah 10:10 (cf. vv. 1–9)—Yahweh is the true God. 

  John 17:3—This is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God. 

 (2) Epistemologically, God is the truthful God: The knowledge, declarations, and 
representations of God eternally conform to his being. He always represents 
things as they actually are and his prophetic decrees are always accurate. 
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John 17:17—Your word is truth. 

Titus 1:2—God cannot lie. 

(3) Ontologically, God embodies truth as to its foundational source and basis. 

John 14:6—I am the truth. 

Colossians 2:3—In him are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and 
knowledge. 

Proverbs 1:7—The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge. 

Truth, by definition, is that which conforms to God; that which God would 
say about a thing. There is no reality external to God by which truth may be 
evaluated and validated. God is the standard of all truth. 

 c. The Manifestation of Divine Truth: Faithfulness 

  (1) Definition; Faithfulness is God’s trustworthiness to act or perform in 
accordance with his word and promises. 

   Faithfulness is the ethical and transitive dimension of divine truth—truth 
emanated. The idea is that if God is truth in himself, he will be faithful to his 
creatures. 

(2)  Biblical Proof 

Lamentations 3:22–23—Because of the LORD’s great love ( דֶסֶח ) we are not 
consumed, for his compassions never fail. They are new every morning; 
great is your faithfulness. 

Psalm 119:90—Your  faithfulness continues through all generations. 

Romans 11:29—The gifts and calling of God are irrevocable. 

(3) The Realms of God’s Faithfulness. 

(a) In keeping his covenant obligations. Deuteronomy 7:9—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 (cf. also Lam 3:23; Zech 8:8). 

(b) In completing his redemptive work. 1 Thessalonians 5:24—The one who 
calls you is faithful and he will do it (cf. also Rom 8:28–31).  

(c) In preserving his people in temptation. 1 Corinthians 10:13—God is 
faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But 
when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can 
stand up under it (also 2 Thess 3:3). 
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(d) In forgiving sin. 1 John 1:9—If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just 
and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.  

(e) In answering prayer. Psalm 143:1—O LORD, hear my prayer, listen to my 
cry for mercy; in your faithfulness and righteousness come to my relief.  

3. God is independent, infinite, and immutable with respect to his Ethic: Goodness. 

By calling God “good,” we mean that he is naturally inclined to promote the welfare 
of his creatures. He is fundamentally benevolent. The term is a broad one and 
subsumes within it the ideas of lovingkindness, longsuffering, mercy, grace (both 
aspects), and love. The following is a delineation of these ideas. 

 a.  The Love of God. 

 (1) Definition—The love of God is “that in God which moves him to give himself 
and his gifts spontaneously, voluntarily and righteously for the good of 
personal beings regardless of their merit or response” (McClain).  

  (2)  Biblical Proof 

Exodus 34:6–7—The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious 
God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love 
to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. 

1 John 4:8, 10—God is love…. 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. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his 
Son to be the propitiation for our sins.  

(3)  The Character of God’s Love 

 (a) God’s Love Is Fundamentally God’s Self-Communication (see esp. 
Carson, The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God, chap. 2). 

 As is the case with all the divine attributes, God not only is loving, but is 
also himself love. Love is the sharing of what he is with others. 

 John 5:19–26—Whatever the Father does, these things the Son also does 
in like manner. For the Father loves the Son and shows him all he does. 
Yes, to your amazement he will show him even greater things than 
these. 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. Moreover, the Father 
judges no one, but has entrusted all judgment to the Son, that all may 
honor the Son just as they honor the Father. He who does not honor 
the Son does not honor the Father, who sent him.…. For as the Father 
has life in himself, so he has granted the Son to have life in himself.  

  John 3:16—God so loved the world, that he gave his one and only Son. 

 (b) God’s Love Is Self-Sacrificial 
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  God not only gives himself to his creatures; he has also given himself up 
for his creatures—Substitution. 

  Ephesians 5:2—Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant 
offering and sacrifice to God. 

  Ephesians 5:25—Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the 
church and gave himself up for her. 

  Galatians 2:20—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. 

(c) God’s Love Is Selfless 

 Love does not operate on the basis of what its object can give; rather, love 
operates on the basis of what it can give its object. 

 Deuteronomy 7:7–8—The LORD did not set his affection on you and choose 
you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were 
the fewest of all peoples. But it was because the LORD loved you. 

 Romans 5:6–8—When we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. 
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. 

(d) God’s Love is Self-Induced 

 God’s love is wholly voluntary. It is under no compulsion, and does not 
operate on the basis of merit or reciprocation in its object. 

 1 John 4:10—This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and 
sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins. 

 Hosea 14:4—I will love them freely. 

Ephesians 1:3–5—to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely 
given us in the One he loves. 

 
(e) God’s Love Is Self-Referencing 

God’s love always operates according to the ethical standard of God’s 
own holiness: his is always a righteous love. It cannot overlook or 
condone sin and cannot do wrong for the sake of its object.  

John 3:16—God so loved the world (i.e., in a specific way), that he gave 
his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but 
have eternal life. 

(4) The Objects of God’s Love  
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By definition God loves personal beings. He does not love the rocks and trees, 
and although God is tender toward animals and plants (Matt 6:26, 28, 30; 
10:39), he does not technically love them. Instead, God’s love is centered on 
those who to some extent reproduce his character and attributes. 

Erickson: “He loves that which participates in the greatness and goodness of 
himself; He Loves Himself in us.” 

Berkhof: God “loves His rational creatures for His own sake, or, to express it 
otherwise, He loves in them Himself, His virtues, His works, and His gifts.” 

See also and esp. John Piper’s Desiring God and The Pleasures of God. 

(a)  Jesus Christ his Son.  

John 17:24—My glory you have given me because you loved me before 
the creation of the world. 

(b)  Believers—those who love his Son.  

Romans 8:29, 35—For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be 
conformed to the image of his Son,… Who can separate us from the 
love of God? 

John 16:27—The Father himself loves you because you have loved me 
and have believed that I came from God (cf. 14:21; 17:23). 

 (c) Israel.  

Hosea 11. God loved Israel with the inevitable result that they will 
someday follow him. He cannot relax his love until this happens (cf. 
also Jer 31:3; Rom 11:28–29) 

(d)  The World of Sinners.  

John 3:16. God loves sinners because they are persons in his image. 

  (5) Objections 

   Objection #1: If God loves sinners, how can he simultaneously hate 
sinners (e.g., Psalm 5:5–6; 7:11; 11:5)? 

    Answer: While some would contend that God loves the sinner and hates 
the sin, these passages clearly say otherwise. One cannot legitimately 
extricate the sinner from the sin which so merits God’s wrath. 

    As passionate creatures, it is difficult to countenance the idea of hating 
and loving simultaneously. But for a dispassionate God, there is a 
theological sense in which this is not only possible, but also necessary in 
God. Love and hate in God are not passions, but dispositions in God that 
display in affections that settle dispassionately upon personal beings. 
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Depraved man is the object of divine wrath because a righteous God 
cannot do otherwise; he is also the object of God’s love because as an 
intrinsically loving God, he has met the ethical demands necessary to the 
common grace which he showers on them.   

   Objection #2: If God is infinitely loving, why does he not love everyone 
into heaven, and why does he sometimes cease loving people (Hos 9:15)? 

    Answer: The Arminian and the Open Theist, arguing from the priority of 
God’s infinite love, regard it as necessary for God to love all men equally 
and completely, and avoid unqualified universalism by positing contra-
causal freedom as a further, necessary expression of God’s love. Thus 
God’s love is not limited, only man’s willingness to receive it. This model 
makes logical sense, but does not comport with Scripture, which most 
clearly indicates that God does not love all people identically (Mal 1:3; 
Rom 9:13, 18, 21; Matt 13:11ff; John 2:24; etc.). 

    It is better to say that God’s necessarily infinite love-in-himself does not 
oblige him to communicate this love infinitely. God’s attributes are all 
infinite in se, but he nonetheless remains independent as to their 
communication. Thus, God may, in accordance with his own will and 
decree, extend his love in a particular manner without being subject in any 
sense to criticism (Rom 9:20).  

   Objection #3: If God is all-loving is there love in hell? 

    Answer: Hell is punitive and not remedial, so whatever love God is 
showing to the damned is limited in scope. Perhaps we could posit a 
modicum of benevolence in God’s assigning degrees of punishment (Matt 
11:24; Luke 12:47–48?), but this is a rather meager expression of love. 
Probably it is best to answer (as in the question above) that God is not 
obliged to manifest his love to the damned, though none of the damned 
can rightly claim never to have been a beneficiary of God’s love. 

   Objection #4: Since God’s holiness manifests in hatred for all that is not-
God, then is it appropriate for believers to hate as well (see, e.g., 
Psalm 139:21–22)? (See esp. the articles by Laney and Day.) 

    Answer: That David and other of the Scripture writers uttered such 
imprecations strongly suggests that certain manifestations of hatred are (or 
at least were) acceptable. Some would limit their appropriateness to 
objects that are explicitly named as recipients of covenant curses, and thus 
to the covenant/theocratic community. However, the motivation for the 
imprecations seems broader than covenant reasons alone, extending to: 

• establishing righteousness (Ps 7:8–9) 
• bringing glory to God’s name (Ps 7:17) 
• magnifying God’s justice (Ps 58:11 cf. Rom 9:22) 
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• magnifying God’s sovereignty (Ps 59:5, 7–9, 13) 
• protecting God’s holiness (Hab 1:13) 
• impelling the wicked to seek God (Ps 83:16–18) 

The contemporary relevance of these concerns, coupled with the ample 
NT evidence of imprecations (Acts 8:20; 1 Cor 16:22; Gal 1:8–9; 5:12; 
2 Tim 4:14; Rev 6:10) suggest that imprecations are not dispensationally 
bound or necessarily incompatible with Christ’s commands to both love 
and pray for one’s enemies (Matt 5:44). The believer’s proclivity to mingle 
such imprecations with unholy passions and personal vindictiveness, 
however, should surely caution against their casual, everyday use. 

b.  The Manifestations of God’s Love 

Attribute Realm Object 

  Love Ontological All Image-Bearers 

Mercy/Longsuffering Practical Miserable Persons 

Grace Judicial Guilty Persons 

 (1) Mercy/Longsuffering 

  (a) Definitions 

• God’s mercy is his compassion, pity and gentleness toward miserable 
sinners.  

• God’s longsuffering is an aspect of God’s mercy that involves the 
postponement, mitigation or withholding of deserved judgment. 

 (b) Biblical Proof. 

Psalm 78:38—Yet he was merciful; he forgave their iniquities and did not 
destroy them. Time after time he restrained his anger and did not stir 
up his full wrath. 

Psalm 103:8–10—The LORD is compassionate and gracious, slow to 
anger, abounding in love. He will not always accuse, nor will he 
harbor his anger forever; he does not treat us as our sins deserve or 
repay us according to our iniquities. 

2 Corinthians 1:3–4—Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the Father of mercies and the God of all comfort, who comforts 
us in all our troubles. 

Ephesians 2:4–6—Because of his great love for us, God is rich in mercy.  



 46 

 (c)  The Manifestations of God’s Mercy. 

• In withholding judgment 

Nehemiah 9:31—But in your great mercy you did not put an end to them or 
abandon them, for you are a gracious and merciful God. 

• In saving lost sinners 

Isaiah 63:9—In all their distress he too was distressed, and the angel of his 
presence saved them. In his love and mercy he redeemed them; he lifted 
them up and carried them all the days of old. 

• In caring for his creatures 

Psalm 111:4-5—The LORD is gracious and compassionate. He provides 
food for those who fear him. 

(2) The Grace of God. 

 (a)  Definition—God’s grace is the undeserved, unearned, unrecompensed and 
unwanted favor of God toward guilty sinners. 

  (b) Biblical Proof 

1 Peter 5:10—He is the “God of all grace.” 

Ephesians 1:7—In him we have redemption through his blood, the 
forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace. 

Romans 5:17—Those who receive the abundance of grace and of the gift 
of righteousness will reign in life through the one, Jesus Christ. 

 (c)  Manifestations of God’s Grace. 

• Common Grace is the operation of the Holy Spirit among all men 
whereby he restrains the effects of sin, enables the positive 
performance of civic righteousness and relative good, and grants all 
varieties of non-salvific benefits. 

Psalm 145:8–9—The LORD is gracious and compassionate, slow to 
anger and rich in love. The LORD is good to all; he has 
compassion on all he has made. 

Luke 6:35—He is kind even to ungrateful and wicked men. 

• Special Grace is God’s particular manifestation of grace toward 
specific men whereby he saves them. 

Romans 3:23, 24—All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 
and are justified freely by his grace. 

Ephesians 2:8, 9—It is 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. 
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VI. The Simplicity (Unity) of God 

A.  Definition of Terms 

 1. By simplicity is meant that there is but one essence in the Godhead, and this one 
essence wholly, equally, and eternally pervades each of the three persons without 
division or multiplication. God is neither composed of parts nor divisible in his 
essence. 

  a. With respect to his attributes, simplicity means that… 

   (1) God is what his attributes are, not as a collection, but as a synthesis. 

   (2) Each of God’s attributes qualifies the others. 

   (3) All of the attributes qualify the whole of his being. 

  b. With respect to his essence, simplicity means that God’s three persons do not 
create in God “parts” that can function in some sense apart from the whole. 

 2. Other Terms 

  a. By essence is meant the nature or substance of a thing, that which constitutes it 
and without which it would cease to be that thing (Grk ousia). In finite beings the 
essence is known by a form or forms that can be further described. God, who has 
no form, is as to his essence what his attributes are. 

  b. By person is meant a distinct, relational individual that has an essence/nature (Grk 
hypostaseis).  

   This term is extraordinarily difficult to define. Substituting the term being for 
individual risks predicating complete independence or separate essences for the 
three members of the Trinity (Tritheism or Monophysitism). Alternatives like 
form or mode of being, on the other hand, so emphasize unity that the threeness of 
God is jeopardized (Modalism or Sabellianism). Some have simply opted to retain 
the Greek hypostaseis as an untranslatable form. The preceding follows Augustine 
in identifying relationality as the central criterion of distinct personhood. 

 The immediately succeeding material in these notes is concerned primarily with the 
singular essence of God. 

B.  Biblical Material 

1. Direct Scripture Statements 

Deuteronomy 6:4—The Lord our God, the Lord is one (so also Mark 12:29–30; etc.) 

James 2:19—You believe that God is one. You do well. 

2.  Each of the three persons is recognized as representing the divine essence. All three 
persons are God. 
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a.  The Father is God.  John 6:27 (NASU)—On [Christ] the Father, God, has set His 
seal.  

b.  The Son is God.  Hebrews 1:8— About the Son he says, “Your throne, O 
God, will last for ever and ever.” 

  Titus 2:13—Our great God and Savior Jesus Christ. 

c. The Spirit is God. Acts 5:3–4—Ananias lied to the Holy Spirit [viz.] God. 

3.  Each of these three persons is the same God. 

a.  The Father and the Son are one. 

John 10:30, 33—“I and the Father are one.” At this the Jews accused him of 
blasphemy for claiming to be God (so 5:18). 

John 14:10–11—“I am in the Father and the Father is in me” (so John 17:21). 

b.  The Father and the Spirit are one. 

1 Corinthians 3:16—You are God’s temple and God’s Spirit lives in you. 

c.  The Son and the Spirit are one 

Romans 8:9—The Spirit of God equals the Spirit of Christ. 

d.   The Father, Son and Spirit are one 

John 14:16, 18, 23—The Spirit will be with you forever…. I [Jesus] will come to 
you…. My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home 
with him. 

 C. Explanation 

  1. While each of the three persons of the Godhead can be described as having distinct 
functionality (1 Cor 8:6), the whole Godhead wholly, equally, and eternally pervades 
all three persons without division or multiplication. For this reason it is not always 
possible to posit strict lines of demarcation in Trinitarian function.  

   a. While indwelling is overwhelmingly attributed to the Spirit, John 14 (immediately 
above) ascribes indwelling to all three persons. 

   b. While the normal pattern of prayer to the Father, by the Spirit, through the Son 
(Eph 2:18), direct prayers to the Son (John 14:14; Acts 7:59; Rev 22:20) and 
ostensibly the Spirit are acceptable.  

   c. While in creation the Father plans, the Son executes, and the Spirit maintains, 
these are not strictly segregated functions (e.g., the Spirit maintained creation in 
Gen 1:2 and Ps 104:30, but Christ performs this function in Col 1:17; Heb 1:3). 

  2. This overlapping of function is due to the perichoresis or circumincession of God, or 
as Shedd denominates the idea, the “in-being” of God (pp. 249–50). All three persons 
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of the Godhead share in the life of the others such that none of the essence or function 
of one person is totally independent of the others. 

  3. This overlapping of function is not, however, total. The Father sent the Son (not the 
reverse); Christ died (not the Father); etc. But even on this historically volatile issue, 
we are made aware in 2 Corinthians 5:19 that the fullness of God was in Christ 
reconciling the world to himself. In brief, no activity of God is accomplished by one 
person of the Godhead in strict independence from the other persons. 

VI. The Tri-Unity of God. 

A. The Importance of the Doctrine 

1. Historically, God’s Tri-Unity is one of the most important distinguishing doctrines of 
the Christian religion, setting Christianity apart from all non-Christian theistic 
religions, both monotheistic and polytheistic, and also from liberalism. 

2. Without God’s Tri-Unity, essential doctrines such as incarnation and atonement 
collapse. See, e.g., Ephesians 1:3–14. 

3. Without God’s Tri-Unity the richness and specificity of Christian worship and prayer 
are diminished. 

  2 Corinthians 13:14—May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, 
and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. 

  Ephesians 2:18, 22—Through [Christ] we both have access to the Father by one 
Spirit…and in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which 
God lives by his Spirit. 

 4. Without God’s Tri-Unity the patterns of Christian fellowship and sanctification are lost. 

  John 17:20–23—My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will 
believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as 
you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that 
they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to 
complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even 
as you have loved me. 

  2 Corinthians 3:18—We, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are 
being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from 
the Lord, who is the Spirit. 

 5. Without God’s Tri-Unity, ecclesiastical and familial social structuring has no basis 
and is subject to neglect and abuse. 

  1 Corinthians 11:3ff—I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and 
the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God. 

6. The Tri-Unity of God is currently in a state of neglect. 
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 a. Biblical Theology cannot adequately address the topic. 

 b. Current trends in philosophy away from metaphysics render it a moot idea. 

 c. The practical values of God’s Tri-Unity are not easily discerned and must be 
explicitly taught. 

 d. New challenges to Trinitarian theology (e.g., oneness Pentecostalism; social 
Trinitarianism) are going largely unchallenged. 

B. Definitions 

 1. By Tri-Unity is meant that the divine essence subsists wholly and indivisibly, 
simultaneously and eternally, in three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  

  a. The term Tri-unity is lexically preferable to Trinity, since the latter emphasizes 
strictly the threeness of God. God is not merely trine, he is triune.  

  b. Note the material above on essence and person. 

 2. Other Key Terms 

  a. Ontological Trinity—The discussion of the three persons of the Godhead with 
respect to their shared essence (reflected in the definition above).  

  b. Economic Trinity—The discussion of the three persons of the Godhead with 
respect to their diverse functions.  

  c. Individual Trinitarianism—The approach of the Augustine and the Western 
Church, which holds the essence of God to be primary and the persons secondary. 
The primary threat here is modalism. 

  d. Social Trinitarianism—The approach of the Cappadocian Fathers of the Eastern 
Church, which holds personhood (esp. that of the Father) to be primary and the 
divine essence secondary. The primary threat here is ontological subordinationism.  

   A modern revival of social trinitarianism (Rahner, Volf, Moltmann) argues for the 
Trinity as a free communion of principally relational equals, lacking hierarchy in 
both being and function. The idea of “essence” is so muted, in fact, that the social 
trinity reflects more a society or a family than it does a common essence. This is 
essentially Tritheism. 

C. Biblical Data 

1. The Old Testament Witness 

 a. Grammatical pluralities do not always point to numerical pluralities. 

Genesis 1:1—The name Elohim is a plural noun, though but probably reflects the 
Hebrew “plural of majesty,” not a numerical plural. 

Genesis 1:26—Let “us” make man in “our” image. While this may suggest 



 51 

discourse between persons, it probably is merely an instance of Hebrew 
noun/pronoun agreement.  

Genesis 3:22—man has now become like one of “us” (same idea). 

  b. Certain Royal Psalms point to a plurality in the Godhead only to the degree that 
they can be successfully be demonstrated to be directly Messianic. 

Psalm 110:1—The Lord (Yahweh) says to my Lord (Adonai): “Sit at my right 
hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.” That two persons 
are referenced here is not disputed. Further, the NT applies this text to Christ 
(Acts 2:35; Heb 1:13). The debate centers on whether David understood a/the 
referent of Adonai to be the second person of the Godhead. 

Psalm 2:7—I will proclaim the decree of the LORD: He said to me, “You are my 
Son; today I have become your Father.” Again, while this passage is clearly 
applied to Christ in the NT (Acts 13:33; Heb 1;5; 5:5), there is a great deal of 
doubt that Christ is the sole referent. Here the term son probably reflects a 
coronation title given to any king in the Davidic line. 

c.  The OT data concerning the Angel of Yahweh may possibly be collated so as to 
suggest plurality in the Godhead, though it is not clear that any OT saint did so. 

 (1) The Angel of Yahweh is God (Gen 16:7; Gen 31:11–13; Exod 3:1–6; Judg 
13:13, 15, 16, 19, 22). 

 (2) The Angel of Yahweh is not the Father (Exod 23:23; 32:34; Zech 1:12–13). 

d. God’s own references to “My Spirit” (Gen 6:3; Isa 59:21) may imply plurality, 
though it is doubtful that an OT saint would have recognized this. It is more likely 
that the average OT reader would have understood the spirit of God in the same 
way that they understood the spirit of man, viz., as his thinking/willing/feeling 
impulse.  

e. Personalizations of God’s Word (Gen 1:3; Ps 33:6) and Wisdom (Prov 8:22–31) 
are also suggested by some as hints of plurality, but it is more likely that the OT 
saint would have viewed these as figures of speech, not as separate persons in the 
Godhead. 

f. An Isaianic Intimation of God’s Tri-Unity? 

Isaiah 48:16—The Sovereign Lord has sent me, with his Spirit (cf. also perh. 61:1; 
also Zech 2:10–11). Here is the best candidate for explicitly Trinitarian 
language in the OT, but even this verse is not without tension. In addition to 
the problem of impersonal interpretations of spirit, we find that the speaker is 
not clearly defined. In the first three cola of the verse, God clearly is speaking. 
The fourth colon seems out of place and could be an anticipatory comment 
from the soon-to-be-revealed Servant-King, but this is dubious for its 
anachronism. More likely it is a timely assertion of Isaiah’s own prophetic 
authority.  
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  Conclusion: The great emphasis of the OT is the uniqueness and exclusivity of God. 
This is not to say that God was not Trinitarian during this period, but rather that the 
revelatory emphasis was not Trinitarian. While suggestions of plurality may possibly 
be conceded, there is no clear OT demonstration of God’s Tri-Unity. It is very likely 
that the OT saint understood God only in terms of his unity, with the Tri-Unity 
reserved for a place of later emphasis in the progress of revelation. 

2.  The New Testament Witness 

a. The Announcement to Mary 

Luke 1:32, 35—The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most 
High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son 
of God. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The 
Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, 

b.  The Baptism of Christ 

Matthew 3:16–17—The Son emerges from the water as the Father speaks and the 
Spirit descends as a dove. 

  c. Christ’s High-Priestly Prayer 

   John 14:16–17—The Son asks the Father to send the Spirit (also 15:26). 

d.  The Baptismal Formula 

Matthew 28:19—Baptize them in the name of the Father and of the Son, and of 
the Holy Spirit. 

e.  The Apostolic Benediction 

2 Corinthians 13:14—May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of 
God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. 

f. The NT Formula for Prayer 

 Ephesians 2:18—Through [Christ] we have access to the Father by one Spirit. 

g. The Trinitarian Nature of God’s Electing Work 

 1 Peter 1:2—[You] have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the 
Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus 
Christ and sprinkling by his blood. See also 2 Thessalonians 2:13–14. 

h. The Trinitarian Nature of God’s Atoning Work 

 Heb 9:14—Christ through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God. 

i. The Christian’s Trinitarian Confidence 

 Jude 20–21—As you pray in the Holy Spirit, keep yourselves in God’s love as 
you wait for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to bring you to eternal life. 

 D. Historical Misconceptions About the Tri-Unity of God 
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  Historical misconceptions about God’s Tri-Unity can be categorized under two 
headings—those that minimize God’s threeness and those that minimize God’s oneness. 

  1. Misconceptions of God’s Tri-Unity that Minimize His Threeness 

   a. Modalism (Sabellianism/Noetianism/Modal Monarchianism)—The so-called 
“Trinity” is simply one divine person manifested in three forms or modes. Often 
paired with Patripassianism, the necessary corollary that the Father suffered in 
the atonement. 

   b. Arianism—There is only one God (the Father), of whom Christ is the greatest 
created being (Prov 8:22), divine but not fully God. Sometimes paired with the 
lesser known heresy of Macedonianism, which holds that the Spirit is likewise a 
created being. 

   c. Ebionism—Similar to Arianism, but denies even the divinity of Christ. 

d. Socinianism—An early modern resurrection of Arianism/Ebionism that survives 
today under the label Unitarianism. 

  2. Misconceptions of God’s Tri-Unity that Minimize His Oneness 

   a. Social Trinitarianism— The Trinity is a free communion/society/family of 
principally relational equals, lacking hierarchy in both being and function. 

   b.  Dynamic Monarchianism (Adoptionism)—The Son is a Father-generated, 
created being who was at some point in history (variously his incarnation, 
baptism, resurrection, or ascension) invited into the Godhead. 

    Note: This is not to be confused with the lesser error that argues for the eternal, 
uncreated deity of Christ but denies eternal sonship (see, e.g., Adam Clarke, 
Albert Barnes, Finis Dake, Walter Martin, and at one time, John MacArthur), thus 
denying the eternality of the economic Trinity without threatening the ontological 
Trinity. 

 E. The Nature of the Eternal Relationship of the Three Persons of the Godhead 

  1. The persons of the Godhead are objective to one another. 

   Galatians 4:4—God sent his Son (so John 3:16). 

   John 14:26—The Father sends the Spirit at the request of the Son. 

   Matthew 4:1—The Spirit leads Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted. 

   John 3:35—The Father loves the Son. 

   Hebrews 1:5ff—The Father speaks to the Son. 

  2. Each person of the Godhead has a consciousness that is distinct from the others: each 
can say “I” and address the others as “you” without confusion. 
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 John 17:5—Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before 
the world began. 

 Hebrews 1:5—You are my Son. 

 Acts 13:2—The Spirit said, “Set apart from me…” 

 3. The divine persons are equal in being, power, and glory. 

  a. Each is called God (see above). 

  b. All three are paired together in parallel construction (Matt 28:19; 1 Cor 13:14). 

  c. There is no fixed ordering of the three persons in Scripture. 

   (1) Father→Son→Spirit (Matt 28:19) 

   (2) Father→Spirit→Son (2 Thess 2:13–14; 1 Pet 1:2–3; Rev 1:4–5) 

   (3) Son→Father→Spirit (2 Cor 13:14) 

   (4) Spirit→Father→Son (Jude 20, 21) 

   (5) Spirit→Son→Father (Eph 4:4–6; 5:18–20; 1 Cor 12:4–6) 

  d. The Father and Son receive prayer and praise equally. 

   John 5:23—All must honor the Son just as they honor the Father. 

Note: The idea of Christ’s sonship should not be regarded in biological terms as though 
Christ is produced or created by the Father (Arianism). Instead, sonship should be understood 
in the Hebrew sense of partaking of the nature and quality of the parent term. For instance: 

• Noah was a son of 500 years (Gen 5:32)—he was characterized by being 500 years 
old. 

• Jonah’s gourd was the son of a night (Jonah 4:10)—it was characterized by growing 
to maturity in a single night. 

• Judas was a son of perdition (John 11:12). 

• Barnabas was a son of encouragement (Acts 4:36). 

• Ezekiel is called a “son of man”—a human—some 95 times in his prophecy. 

 4. Economic hierarchy is no impediment to ontological equality. 

  a. In the divine administration, the Father is first, the Son is second, and the Spirit 
third. Note the pattern of the Father as origin and end; the Son as the mediating 
vehicle and the Spirit as the assisting agent: 

   Ephesians 2:18, 22—Through [Christ] we both have access to the Father by one 
Spirit…and in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in 
which God lives by his Spirit. 

   Note the pattern of creation (1 Cor 8:6) and redemption (Eph 3:15–17; 1 Pet 1:2). 

  b. With respect to the divine “mission,” then, 
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   (1) The Father is the “head” of Christ (1 Cor 11:3). 

   (2) The Father is “greater” than the Son (John 12:28) and sends the Son (John 
5:23; 1 John 4:14). Christ is working on behalf of the Father (John 4:34; 5:19), 
and will deliver the Kingdom up to the Father (1 Cor 15:24, 28). 

   (3) Both the Father and the Son send the Spirit (John 14:26; 15:26) so that the 
Spirit is interchangeably the Sprit of God and the Spirit of the Son (Rom 8:9). 

 5. This interpersonal relationship is eternal. 

  a. The Father eternally exists as Father (see, e.g., Gen 21:33; Ps. 90:2; 1 Cor 8:6). 

  b. The Spirit eternally exists as Spirit. 

   Hebrews 9:14—He is the “eternal Spirit.” 

  c. The Son eternally exists as Son. 

   (1) Many texts may be mustered to establish the eternality of Christ (Isa 9:6; 
Micah 5:2; John 8:58; etc.)  

   (2) Christ’s sonship can clearly be traced to “the beginning” (John 1:1–4; Col 
1:16). Further, the fact that the Father “sent” the Son (John 3:16; Gal 4:4) 
implies, that Christ was the Son prior to the sending (see esp. Matt 21:37). 

   (3) While there is no explicit text that states the Christ is “eternal Son,” it follows 
from the immutability of God’s person that this inter-personal divine 
relationship is eternal. Further, since the Spirithood of the third person of the 
Godhead is explicitly declared to be eternal, it follows that the economically 
prior relationship (of Father and Son) would also have to be eternal. 

Excursus: The Question of Eternal Generation/Spiration 

The ontological relationship of the divine persons is a matter of considerable debate. Historically, 
most theologians have followed Origen in arguing for an eternal generation of the Son (and an 
accompanying eternal spiration of the Spirit)—eternal acts by which the Father makes common 
the divine essence to the other members of the Godhead. Key texts include: 

 John 3:16 (NASU)—God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son (also v. 18; 
1:14; 1 John 4:9).  

 John 5:26—As the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son to have life in 
himself. 

 John 15:26 (NASU)—The Spirit of truth “proceeds” from the Father. 

 Psalm 2:7—I will proclaim the decree of the Lord: He said to me, “You are my Son; today I 
have become your Father” (applied to Christ in Acts 13:33; Heb 1:5; 5:5; and 
incompletely in Matt 16:5 and Luke 3:22). 

 1 John 5:18—We know that anyone born of God does not continue to sin; the one who was 
born of God keeps him safe. 
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Others, however, suggest that while the ontological interrelationship of Father, Son, and 
Spirit is eternal, this arrangement is not due to some eternal activity on the part of the 
Father, but an eternal relationship (see, e.g., C. Hodge, Warfield, Buswell, Reymond). 
These offer various responses to the key texts above, which are reflected in brief below: 

 In John 3:16, the translation of monogenes as “only begotten” is lexically uncertain, 
reflecting a conflation of the Greek terms monos (only) and gennao (to birth). It is 
more likely that the compound derives from the Greek terms monos (only) and 
ginomai (to be). If the latter is the case, then the term says nothing about the origin of 
Christ’s sonship, but rather points to the uniqueness of the relationship (so BDAG, 
NIV, ESV). 

In 1 John 5:18, the term gennao is clearly used, but there is some question whether 
the subject here (ho gegenemos—the one born of God) refers to Christ. Elsewhere in 
John’s writings, this construction is used exclusively of regenerate persons (i.e., those 
who have experienced the new birth—John 3:8; 1 John 3:9). 

In John 15:26, the fact that the Spirit “proceeds” from the Father is probably not a 
reference to his essence, but to his post-resurrection ministry among NT believers. As 
such, he does not spring into being by an act of the Father, but is simply sent on his 
new mission by both the Father and the Son. 

Psalm 2:7 is probably to be understood not in terms of begetting (a term that leads to 
endless wranglings about the “day” on which Christ was begotten), but in terms of 
recognition, declaration, or confirmation. It would have been applied generically to 
all the kings of the Davidic line and ultimately to Christ, and carries with it the idea of 
official divine recognition.  

John 5:26 is undoubtedly the most difficult passage to explain, seeming to suggest 
that the Father communicates self-existent life to the Son. But on the face of things, 
this seems paradoxical—if God grants self-existent life to the Son, it follows logically 
that the Son’s life is not “self”-existent at all, but dependent upon the Father who 
granted it. While consensus on the meaning of this text is far from unanimous, the 
meaning that commends itself for its simplicity is that the Father invested Jesus Christ 
with the Messianic privilege of granting his own life to others (so v. 25, 27; 
Reymond, p. 326).  

Conclusion: While the weight of church history clearly favors the idea of eternal 
generation, in which the Father eternally acts to communicate the divine essence to the 
other members of the Godhead, there is much to commend the understanding that the 
divine essence is simply an eternal relationship rather than an eternal activity. 

VII. The Intersection of God and the Universe 

The following and final section of the study of God addressed in this syllabus deals with the 
intersection of God with his universe (all that is not God). Specifically it will deal with his 
decree of all things external to himself, his creation of all things external to himself, and his 
providential maintenance of all things external to himself. 
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A. God’s Decree (Purpose; Plan; Predestination; Foreordination) 

1.  Definition: God’s decree is “that eternal plan of God by which God has rendered 
certain all the events of the universe, past, present and future” (Strong). 

 a. The OT Idea 

  (1) yatsar—To ordain or determine in advance 

 Psalm 139:16— All the days ordained for me were written in your book 
before one of them came to be. 

 Also Isa 22:11; 37:26; 46:11 

 (2) ya‘atz—To decide; devise, plan; purpose 

  Isaiah 14:24, 27—Surely, as I have planned, so it will be, and as I have 
purposed, so it will stand…. For the LORD Almighty has purposed, and 
who can thwart him? 

  Also Isa 19:12, 17; 23:9; Jer 49:20; 50:45 

 (3) ‘etzah —God’s plan or counsel 

   Psalm 33:11—The counsel of the LORD stands forever, the plans of his heart 
from generation to generation. 

   Isaiah 46:10–11—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. From the east I summon a bird of prey; from a far-off land, a 
man to fulfill my purpose. What I have said, that will I bring about; what I 
have planned, that will I do. 

   Also Ps 107:11; Prov 19:21; Isa 5:19; 19:17; Jer 32:19; 49:20; 50:45; Mic 4:12 

  (4) chashav—To purpose, plan, or intend. 

   Genesis 50:20—You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to 
accomplish what is now being done. 

   Also Jer 18:11; 29:11 

   Often carries the idea of clever, interconnected, and ingenious design in the 
manufacture of something (Exod 31:4; 39:3). 

  (5) machashavah—Devices, plans, intentions 

   Psalm 92:5 (NET)—How great are your works, O LORD! Your plans are very 
intricate! 

   Also Isaiah 55:8; Jer 51:29 
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  (6) nathan—To give; appoint 

   Jeremiah 1:5—Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you 
were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations. 

  (7) charatz—To determine    

   Job 14:5— Man’s days are determined; you have decreed the number of his 
months and have set limits he cannot exceed. 

   Also Isaiah 10:22–23; 28:22; Dan 9:26–26, 10:36 

  (8) natzab—To affix; appoint; establish 

   Psalm 74:17—You have fixed all the boundaries of the earth. 

   Psalm 119:89–91—Forever, O LORD, your word is firmly fixed in the 
heavens. Your faithfulness endures to all generations; you have 
established the earth, and it stands fast. By your appointment they stand 
this day, for all things are your servants. 

 b. The NT Idea 

  (1) horizo—To determine; appoint; fix 

   Acts 2:23— This man was handed over to you by God’s set (predetermined—
NASU; definite—ESV; prearranged—NLT)  purpose and foreknowledge. 

   Also Luke 22:22; Acts 10:42; 17:26, 31 

  (2) proorizo—To determine beforehand; predestine 

   Romans 8:29–30—For those God foreknew he also predestined to be 
conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among 
many brothers.  And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, 
he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified. 

   Ephesians 1:5, 11— He predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus 
Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will…. 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, 

   Also Acts 4:28; 1 Cor 1:27 

  (3) proginosko—To establish or select beforehand 

   Romans 8:29— For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed 
to the likeness of his Son. 

   1 Peter 1:2, 20—…who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of 
God the Father…. Christ was chosen before the creation of the world. 

   Also Acts 2:23; Rom 11:2 
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Question #1: Why is the idea of simple foreknowledge (i.e., knowledge in 
advance) inappropriate in these texts? 

While the proginosko word group can be used in Scripture to mean simple 
knowledge in advance (Acts 26:5; 1 Pet 3:17), the term is used this way only with 
impersonal objects (i.e., events).  

It can be lexically established with certainty that when the verb takes a personal 
object, the “knowledge” in view never implies mere acquaintance or knowledge of 
facts about persons, but always implies selection for special favor (see, e.g., the use 
of ginosko in Matt 7:23; Gal 4:9; 2 Tim 2:19; etc.; also the OT usage in Hosea 13:5; 
Amos 3:2). 

When the term appears with a divine subject and an impersonal object, the idea of 
advance knowledge may be in view. But it is an error to infer from this concession 
that God’s advance knowledge is discursive in nature. Acts 2:23, for instance, by 
pairing God’s prognosis with the much more explicit term proorizo, clearly indicates 
that God’s advance knowledge is such because he planned it this way. 
Foreknowledge for God is always determinative, never discursive.  

For an outstanding treatment of these issues see S. M. Baugh, “The Meaning of 
Foreknowledge,” in Still Sovereign, pp. 183–200; also BDAG, p. 866. 

 
Question #2: What is the relationship between predestination and 
foreknowledge? 

As we have detailed them above, these two terms are nearly synonymous; however, a 
distinction may be established. Predestination or foreordination has reference to 
God’s overall plan and purpose whereby he eternally, independently, and certainly 
determines all events in his created universe by the mere counsel of his own will 
(Eph 1:11; Acts 4:28; Rom 8:29). Personal foreknowledge or election has specific 
reference to God’s predestination of individuals to salvation (Eph 1:4–5). 
Predestination is the broad theme of which personal foreknowledge is a part. 

  (4) tasso/protasso—To appoint; determine (beforehand with the πρό prefix) 

Acts 17:26 (NLT)— He decided beforehand when they should rise and fall, 
and he determined their boundaries. 

Also Acts 22:10; Rom 13:1 

  (5) protithemi—To set in place beforehand 

   Ephesians 1:9—He made known to us the mystery of his will according to his 
good pleasure, which he purposed [beforehand] in Christ. 

   Also Romans 3:25; Eph 1:11 

  (6) proetoimazo—To prepare beforehand 

Ephesians 2:10—For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do 
good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 
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Romans 9:23—He did this to make the riches of his glory known to the 
objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in advance for glory. 

   (7) procheirizomai/procheirotoneo—To appoint or select 

Acts 22:14—The God of our fathers has chosen you to know his will and to 
see the Righteous One and to hear words from his mouth. 

    Also Acts 3:20; 26:16 

  (8) thelema/boule—The will of God 

   Acts 2:23—Christ was delivered up by the determinate counsel and 
foreknowledge of God. 

   Ephesians 1:11—He works all things after the counsel of his will. 

   1 Corinthians 1:1—Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of 
God (so also 2 Cor 1:1; Eph 1:1; Col 1:1; 2 Tim 1:1). 

   Also Acts 4:28; 13:36; 18:21; Rom 1:10; 1 Cor 12:11; Heb 6:17; Jas 1:18; 
1 Pet 3:17; 4:19; Rev 4:11 

A Note on the Will of God: 

The two terms above are largely interchangeable, but two separate ideas clearly emerge 
in their usage, disclosing two ideas with respect to the “will of God”: 

• God’s sovereign will is reflected in all the uses listed above and refers to God’s 
secret, determinative decree according to which all things must necessarily and 
inevitably occur. Being secret, it cannot be known (Isa 55:8–9), and the 
Christian’s proper response to it is to accept it in faith. 

• God’s moral will refers to God’s revealed, prescriptive ethical/moral expectation 
of his creatures that they ought to do. This will can and must be known, and the 
Christian’s proper response is to obey it (Acts 20:27; Rom 12:2; 2 Cor 8:5; Eph 
6:6; 1 Thess 4:3; 5:18; Heb 10:36; 1 Pet 4:2; 1 John 2:17).  

The idea of God’s “perfect” will; i.e., a best course of action among several legitimate 
options, which God normally hides but divulges privately to those who meet certain 
conditions in an earnest quest to discover it, is not a category reflected in the biblical 
material. The “perfect will” idea fails for the following reasons: 

• It erroneously conflates two mutually exclusive expressions of God’s will, one 
wholly secret, the other wholly revealed. 

• It is based on a semi-gnostic, existentialist view of discerning truth. 
• It is based on poor exegesis of texts such as Romans 12:1–2. 
• It often reflects a faulty view of divine sovereignty, suggesting true contingency 

in the decree of God.  

For additional material on this topic see Doug Huffman, ed., How Then Should We 
Choose? (3 views); also James Petty, Step by Step: Directions for Divine Guidance, and 
Kevin DeYoung, Just Do Something: A Liberating Approach to Finding God's Will. 
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2. Delineation 

 a. God’s plan is comprehensive. It is singular and all-inclusive with no room in the 
least for contingency or indeterminism.  

  Ephesians 1:11—Our election was “predestined according to the plan of him who works 
out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will. 

  Romans 8:28—In all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have 
been called according to his purpose (cf. v. 36). 

  (1) In truth there is but one decree of God, not many decrees. There is a single, 
all-inclusive, interlocking network of events that is in toto God’s decree. 
There is no succession in the divine decree; no independence of any part; no 
contingency. It is only because we are finite that we speak in terms of a 
succession of decrees.  

  (2) The Decree of God includes details such as 

(a) The Stability of the Universe (Ps 119:89–91) 

(b) The boundaries of nations and political powers (Acts 17:26; Romans 13:1). 

(c) The length of each man’s life (Job 14:5; John 7:30). 

(d) The manner of each man’s death (John 21:19). 

(e) The salvation of believers (Eph 1:4–5; 1 Pet 1:2). 

(f) The perdition of the ungodly (Rom 9:22; 1 Pet 2:8). 

(g) Geological and meteorological details (Job 26:32; Ps 104:3–9 

(h) The most trivial of circumstances (Prov 16:33; Matt 10:29–30) 

(i) The free acts of men, including… 

• Good Acts 

Ephesians 2:10—God “prepared in advance” for believers to do good works. 

Isaiah 44:28—Cyrus fulfilled God’s purpose in rebuilding Jerusalem and its 
Temple.  

• Evil Acts 

Genesis 50:20—The wickedness of Joseph’s brothers God “intended for 
good.” 

Amos 3:6—When disaster comes to a city, the Lord has caused it. 

Proverbs 16:4— The Lord works out everything for his own ends—even the 
wicked for a day of disaster. 

Lamentations 2:17—The exile was part of God’s “purpose” that he 
“commanded from long ago.” 
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Lamentations 3:37–38—Who can speak and have it happen if the Lord has 
not decreed it? Is it not from the mouth of the Most High that both 
calamities and good things come? 

Acts 2:23; 4:27–28—The Crucifixion was according to God’s “pre-
determined plan” which was “destined according to his purpose.” 

Romans 11:25–26, 31—Israel’s hardening was “intended” by God to 
complete his broader purpose. 

Revelation 17:17—The details surrounding the rise of Antichrist reflect 
“God’s will.” 

Question #1: If the free acts of men are determined, how can they be free? 

This very difficult question has no ready answer, though no answer that denies divine 
sovereignty or human freedom is a valid one:  

• The Arminian says that man’s free acts are known in advance but not decreed. 

• The Open Theist says that man’s free acts are neither known in advance nor 
decreed. 

• Some Calvinists render God culpable for sin by regarding him as the 
constraining cause of sin. 

It is better to say that freedom is not defined by the ability to do otherwise, but by the 
absence of constraint in a given choice. God’s decree, as such, is determinative, but it 
is not constraining. How God determines apart from constraint is an inscrutability. 

For additional detail on this topic see John Feinberg, “God Ordains All Things,” in 
Predestination and Free Will, ed. Basinger, pp. 19–43. 

 

Question #2: How Can God Righteously Decree What Is Evil? 

As with the question immediately above, this question is difficult to answer, and, 
again, it is easier to articulate what the answer is not than to articulate what it is. Any 
answer to this question that denies divine sovereignty on the one hand or his holiness 
on the other is an invalid answer. Note the following, inviolable statements that must 
be here harmonized: 

• All that occurs in this universe is decreed by God (Eph 1:11; Isa 46:10), 
including the evil in this universe (see above). 

• God cannot cause, coerce, or engage in sin (Job 34:10, 12; Jas 1:13).  

It is inappropriate to speak, thus, of God as sin’s creator or cause, but also 
inappropriate to speak of Satan/man as independent forces in the universe to whom 
God has granted sin-sovereignty. It is probably best to speak in terms of primary and 
secondary causation (Feinberg’s efficient and ultimate causation, respectively), i.e., 
God’s decree makes sin certain, but does not make sin compulsory. 

For a comprehensive treatment of this problem see Feinberg, The Many Faces of Evil. 

 b.  God’s plan is free and unconditional 
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(1) God’s decrees rest solely on his good pleasure. 

Psalm 115:3; 135:6—God does whatever he pleases. 

Isaiah 40:13–14 (also Rom 11:34; 1 Cor 2:16)—Who has understood the mind of the 
Lord, or instructed him as his counselor? Whom did the Lord consult? 

Daniel 4:35—All the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, and he does 
according to his will among the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the 
earth; and none can stay his hand or say to him, “What have you done?” 

Ephesians 1:11—He works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will. 

Romans 9:18-21—God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens 
whom he wants to harden…. Who are you, O man, to talk back to God? Shall 
what is formed say to him who formed it, Why did you make me like this?" Does 
not the potter have the right to make out of the same lump of clay some pottery 
for noble purposes and some for common use? 

(2) While certain of the events of God’s decree may rest on a condition (i.e., 
Jonah in Nineveh), the whole of God’s decree is not contingent in any way. 
God is never subjected to the unexpected outcomes of chance, contingency, or 
unplanned entities. It is independent of all that is finite and creaturely. 

(3) By saying that God’s plan has no contingencies, we necessarily conclude that 
God has not only decreed events, but also all means and results of those events.  

Acts 4:27–28—Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the 
people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom 
you anointed. They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should 
happen. 

2 Thessalonians 2:13—From the beginning God chose you to be saved through the 
sanctifying work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth. 

 c. God’s plan is eternal. 

  God determines all events from the standpoint of the beginning, simultaneously 
and without succession. There is no process or discourse in the establishment of 
God’s decree. 

  Isaiah 37:26—Have you not heard? Long ago I ordained it. In days of old I planned it; 
now I have brought it to pass. 

  Isaiah 46:10—I make known the end from the [standpoint of the] beginning, from ancient 
times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I 
please. 

  Ephesians 3:11—God is carrying out his “eternal purpose.” 

  1 Peter 1:20—[Christ] was chosen before the creation of the world (cf. 2 Tim 1:9) 

 d. God’s plan is immutable. 

  God’s decree is inalterable and static. God has no contingency plans if the original 
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plan goes awry. Change of purpose can only occur because of imperfection, 
ignorance, impotence, or deceit, none of which may be predicated of God. 

  Acts 2:23—The death of Christ is carried out τῆ ὡρισµένῃ βουλῃ καὶ προγνώσει (lit., 
according to the having-been-fixed will and foreknowledge of God, a construction 
made particularly rich by the employment of the perfect passive participle). 

  Isaiah 14:24—The LORD Almighty has sworn, “Surely, as I have planned, so it will be, 
and as I have purposed, so it will stand.” 

 e. God’s plan is efficacious. 

  There are no undecreed events or unfulfilled decrees. Hodge offers the following 
four reasons to the necessity of this statement (1:541): 

• The perfection of God forbids any uncertainty or non-fulfillment. 
• The unity of God’s decree renders every event mutually related and 

dependent on the whole. All the events of the universe interlock with 
themselves and to God. 

• The logical linking of all events historically and prophetically demand 
universal efficacy. 

• The moral and providential government of God rest upon it. Were one tiny 
piece of God’s decree to go awry, then chance would eventually reign, 
making faith in God impossible and ludicrous. 

  Isaiah 14:27—Nothing can frustrate the plan of God. 

  Isaiah 43:13—No one can reverse the plan of God. 

  Acts 13:29—All that was written must be carried out. 

 f. God’s plan does not, however, absolve creatures of personal responsibility. 

  As noted above, predestination renders certain, but it does not compel. Man 
makes decisions apart from any coercion. 

  Matthew 18:6–7—If anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it 
would be better for him to have a large millstone hung around his neck and to be 
drowned in the depths of the sea. Woe to the world because of the things that cause 
people to sin! Such things must come, but woe to the man through whom they come!  

  Luke 22:22—The Son of Man will go as it has been decreed, but woe to that man who 
betrays him. 

  Acts 2:23—This man was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge; 
and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross. 

 g. God’s plan is not to be confused with fatalism. Unlike Predestination,… 

  (1) Fatalism is blind necessity with no cause or end in view.  

  (2) Fatalism countenances no intelligent causation. 
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  (3) Fatalism leaves no room for freedom, being both certain and compulsory. 

  (4) Fatalism operates from the basis of no moral/ethical standard. 

 B.  The Creation of the World 

1.  Definition: Creation is that voluntary, immediate, and supernatural act of God 
whereby for his own glory and according to his eternal counsel, in six successive 
days of twenty-four hours each, gave existence to all things in distinction from 
himself.  

2. Delineation 

 a. The universe (all that is not God) is neither infinite nor eternal. 

(1) There was a “time” when the universe had no existence. God exists in the 
eternal present outside of time and space, and there is a sphere of divine 
existence “before,” or outside the existence of time or matter. 

Psalm 90:2—Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth 
and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God. 

Ephesians 1:4—Before the foundation of the world 

So also John 17:5, 24; Prov 8:22–29; 1 Pet 1:20 

 (2) There was a definite starting point for the universe. 

  Genesis 1:1—In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.   

  John 1:1—In the beginning… 

 b. The creation was a voluntary act of the Triune God. 

  (1) Creation was neither necessary nor coerced, but the product of a free mind. 

   Psalm 19:1—The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the 
work of his hands. 

   Jeremiah 10:12—God made the earth by his power; he founded the world by 
his wisdom and stretched out the heavens by his understanding. 

  (2) The creation was a collaborative, Trinitarian effort. 

• The Father is the source and end of creation (1 Cor 8:6; Rom 11:36). 

• The Son is the mediating agent of creation (John 1:3; 1 Cor 8:6; Col 1:16–17). 

• The Spirit was the executing agent in creation (Gen 1:2; Ps 104:30). 

 c. The creation was an immediate and supernatural act of God. 

  (1) The initial creation ex nihilo (out of nothing) by divine fiat. 

   Hebrews 11:3—The universe was formed at God’s command, so that what is 
seen was not made out of what was visible. 
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  (2) The subsequent events of the creation week, while not technically ex nihilo, 
were nonetheless supernatural. 

   Genesis 1:3, 6, 9, 12, etc.—God said, “Let there be…and it was so.” 

   Psalm 33:6, 9 (NET)—By the LORD’s decree the heavens were made; by a 
mere word from his mouth all the stars in the sky were created. He piled 
up the water of the sea; he puts the oceans in storehouses…. He spoke, and 
it came into existence, he issued the decree, and it stood firm. 

   Psalm 148:5—He gave the command and they [viz., sky, heaven, angels, sun, 
moon, stars, water] came into existence. 

  (3) Scripture explicitly denies the use of uniformitarian, natural processes in the 
formation of the universe. 

   2 Peter 3:3–5—In the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their 
own evil desires. They will say, “Where is this ‘coming’ he promised? Ever 
since our fathers died, everything goes on as it has since the beginning of 
creation.” But they deliberately forget that long ago by God’s word the 
heavens existed and the earth was formed out of water and by water. 

   Acts 17:26—From one man he made every nation of men, that they should 
inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the 
exact places where they should live. 

  (4) A sudden creation alone makes sense of the biblical analogies to creation as 
explanation of other theological phenomena. 

   (a) Illumination/Regeneration (the new creation) 

    2 Corinthians 4:6—For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” 
made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge 
of the glory of God in the face of Christ. 

    2 Corinthians 5:17—Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; 
the old has gone, the new has come! 

   (b) Resurrection 

    Romans 4:17 (NET)—God makes the dead alive and summons the things 
that do not yet exist as though they already do. 

  (5) Other factors pointing to a sudden, supernatural creation 

   (a) The fact that the whole creation occurred in six days (see below) points to 
its supernatural character. 

   (b) The instantaneous nature of Christ’s earthly miracles in demonstration of 
his deity seem particularly appropriate as demonstrations of the immediate 
power God has over the natural order in supernaturally and instantly 
effecting his will in it.  
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 d. The creation occurred in six successive 24-hour days. 

  See esp. McCabe, “A Defense of Literal Days in the Creation Week,” DBSJ 5 (2000): 97–
123; also Gerhard Hasel, “The Days of Creation in Genesis 1,” Origins 21 (1994): 5–38. 
Weston Fields’s Unformed and Unfilled (P & R, 1976) is especially valuable in refuting 
the idea of pre-creation worlds and gaps early in the creation week. 

  (1) The Hebrew term yom, “day,” when it appears as it does in Genesis 1, as a 
singular noun that is not part of a compound grammatical construction, refers 
exclusively to normal, 24-hour days. 

  (2) The use of numerical adjectives with the term yom likewise signals literal 
days. Of the more than 150 uses of this construction in the OT, only one 
exception to this rule occurs (Zech 14:7, but see also Hosea 6:2). 

  (3) The use of the phrase “evening and morning” point to a normal day. 

  (4) The parallel to Exodus 20:9–11 argues strongly for a literal week of 
successive days (so also 31:14–17):  

   Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to 
the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son 
or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien 
within your gates. In six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, 
and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD 
blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. 

   Apart from literal, successive days, this parallel makes no sense at all.  

  (5) Logically, the sequence of creation demands rapid creation. The trees and 
flowers created on day three would have required pollinating insects in a 
relatively short time for their own survival. 

Question: How long ago did the creation of the universe occur? 

While there is some debate over the exact age of the earth, a plain reading of the 
text indicates a recent creation, probably not in excess of 10,000 years. Ussher 
employed the genealogies of Genesis 5 and 11 to argue that creation occurred in 
exactly 4004 B.C.; however, a few factors suggest that this date may be too 
stringent: 

• Written historical records demonstrably argue for an additional 1000 years 
between Noah and Abraham than is reflected in the Hebrew chronology in 
Genesis 11. 

• Clear biblical proof of such a gap appears in Luke 3:36. 

Ben Shaw in his 2004 dissertation, “The Genealogies of Genesis 5 and 11 and 
Their Significance for Chronology,” makes a good case for preferring the LXX 
rendering of Genesis 5 and 11 to account for these anomalies without discounting 
the precision of the genealogical accounts. 
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e.  The created universe was functionally mature at its inception. 

 (1) Trees were created mature, with fully developed seeds and fruit (Gen 1:12). 

 (2) Animals were created mature, immediately capable of flying, swimming, and 
moving about the earth (Gen 1:20–25). 

 (3) Adam and Eve were created as adults, immediately capable of complex 
thinking, speech, copulation, etc. (Gen 1:26–30; 2:7, 20–25). 

 (4) Stars were instantly visible, with light already reaching earth (Gen 1:15–17). 

Question: Doesn’t this understanding demand deception in God? 

Some argue that were God to instantaneously create an earth with complex design, 
apparent age, or indications of prior history (e.g., tree rings, belly buttons, top soil, rocks 
in various states of radiometric decay, etc.) this would show God to be a deceptive and 
non-trustworthy God. As such, God must have used some sort of evolutionary process in 
creation to account for these maturities. 

Answer: This theory fails for several reasons: 

• The idea of creation of anything without apparent age is nonsensical in a 
uniformitarian worldview. In a strictly uniformitarian worldview, everything is 
always the product of natural processes. There could never be a “new” rock 
radiometrically speaking, and if God grew everything from seeds and eggs, there 
would then be the question of their origin. Even bare atoms show signs of age. 

• God’s creative impulse in Scripture regularly shows signs of apparent age. For 
instance, Christ transformed water into wine without all the complex processes 
involved in the production of wine; in feeding the 5,000 he immediately 
produced bread that had never been baked from grain that had never been 
harvested, and literally tons of fish meat that had never existed. 

• The apparent age of the created universe would not, however, have demanded 
apparent death in the fossil record, and there is no evidence of such. 

Conclusion: Skepticism toward apparent age in the universe partakes of two major 
logical fallacies: (1) It invents a false dilemma for the creationist, suggesting that the 
only explanations for apparent age in the universe are evolution and deception, 
excluding the option of divine miracle, and (2) It begs the question, assuming 
uniformitarianism in the defense of uniformitarianism. Ultimately, however, such 
skepticism betrays little more than the simple exchange of biblical authority for that 
of brute scientism. 

f. The creation was complete. 

 Genesis 2:1–3—Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast 
array. By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on 
the seventh day he rested from all his work. And God blessed the seventh day 
and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he 
had done.  
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 By this statement is argued that divine miracle is replaced by divine providence 
after the sixth day. Note, however, the following qualifications:  

 (1) This does not mean that genetic mutations cannot occur within “kinds” (see 
Gen 1:11–12) resulting in new “species.” 

 (2) This does not mean that God is prohibited from breaking into his universe to 
occasionally perform miracles of creation. 

 (3) It does, suggest, however, that ongoing creation is not part of the regular order 
of the universe. 

 3. The Importance of the Doctrine of Young-Earth Creationism 

  a. Adherence to young earth creationism is vital to the authority of Scripture. 

   The question of origins is not primarily a matter of interpretation, but one of 
authority and faith. While all genuine believers acknowledge in theory the priority 
of Scripture to all other sources of authority, no area of theology strains this 
principle more than the question of origins. Every threat to young earth creationism 
today, however sincere, is a direct assault on the primacy of Scripture. As such, 
the question of origins is a primary battleground for faith and the distinctive 
Christian worldview. 

  b. Adherence to young earth creationism is vital to hermeneutical fidelity. 

   While the creation question is not primarily a matter of interpretation, 
hermeneutical fidelity is nonetheless threatened by opponents of young earth 
creationism. If genre criticism can be allowed to wreak havoc on Genesis 1–11, 
there is little to prevent it from being so used elsewhere in Scripture. 

  c. Adherence to young earth creationism is vital to other critical biblical-theological 
concerns. 

   The literal nature of the creation account is essential to several fundamental 
doctrines, including… 

   (1) The solidarity of the human race (Acts 17:26). 

   (2) The imputation and inheritance of original sin (Rom 5:12–19). 

   (3) The complex metaphor of the Second Adam (1 Cor 15:45) 

   (4) The direct association of Adam’s sin to death and decay in the universe (Rom 
5:12; 8:19–23). 

  d. Historically, concessions to the independent authority of science in the realm of 
origins has done enormous damage to biblical causes (see esp. James Turner, 
Without God, Without Creed: The Origins of Unbelief in America). 

C.  God’s Providential Preservation of the Universe 



 70 

 1.  Definitions 

  a. Preservation is God’s upholding of the entire universe with all of its laws, 
properties, and processes. It is a conserving and maintaining impulse whereby 
God protects his universe from catastrophic harm and destruction 

  b. Providence is God’s power in bringing the movement of the universe to its 
predetermined goal. It is the outworking of God’s plan. It is a providing 
impulse whereby God supplies the needs of his creatures in keeping with his 
ultimate goals for the universe. 

 2. Preservation  

  a. Once the creation was completed, it was not properly self-sustaining. 

   Genesis 2:2—God rested from his creating work. 

   John 5:17—God is perpetually engaged in his preserving work. 

  b. The preservation of the universe is a Trinitarian effort, though priority is given to 
the Son’s role in preservation. 

   John 5:17—My Father is at work until now. 

   Psalm 104:27–30—The Spirit is the agent in granting/withdrawing provision; in 
renewing/retracting life. 

   Colossians 1:17—In Christ all things hold together. 

   Hebrews 1:3—The Son sustains all things by his powerful word. 

  c. The Realms of Preservation 

   (1) Sustaining Life 

    Psalm 66:9 (NASU)—He keeps us in life. 

    Acts 17:25, 28—He gives all men life and breath…. In him we live and move 
and have our being. 

    1 Timothy 6:13—God gives life to everything (so Neh 9:6, etc.) 

   (2) The Laws and Processes of Nature. 

    Job 38:10–11—I fixed limits for the sea and set its doors and bars in place, 
saying, “This far you may come and no farther; here is where your proud 
waves halt” (so also Ps 89:9; 104:9). 

    Genesis 8:22—As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and 
heat, summer and winter, day and night will never cease. 

    Psalm 104:19—The moon marks off the seasons, and the sun knows when to 
go down. 
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Note: While uniformitarianism as an unqualified norm is clearly denied in 
Scripture (2 Pet 3:3–5), uniformitarianism as a general principle ordinarily 
employed by God in the maintenance of his universe makes scientific research 
and discovery possible. 

  (3) The General Sustenance of the Universe. 

   Colossians 1:17—In Christ all things hold together. 

   Psalm 104—God’s perpetuation of the water cycle, day/night pattern, seasons, 
etc. perpetually renew the face of the ground so that the world in all its 
systems (zoological, botanical, etc.) continue to function. 

3. Providence. 

 a. Providence may rightly be thought of as a broader category of which preservation 
is a part. It assures the believer that God’s preservation of the universe is not an 
act of bare sovereignty or disinterested benevolence, but one that is (1) laced with 
active concern for his creatures and (2) directed toward a specific goal. It is the 
outworking of the divine decree. 

  McClain: Providence is that continuous work of the Triune God whereby he 
controls all things in the universe for the purpose of certainly bringing about the 
fulfillment of His own wise, loving, and perfect plan. 

  Strong: Providence is that continuous agency of God by which He makes all the 
events of the physical and moral universe fulfill the original design with which He 
created it. 

 b. By describing this activity as providence we highlight the benevolent provision 
and positive intentions that marks God government of his universe. 

  (1) God’s providence both meets man’s needs and satisfies man’s chaste desires. 

   Psalm 37:23–25— If the LORD delights in a man's way, he makes his steps 
firm; though he stumble, he will not fall, for the LORD upholds him with 
his hand. I was young and now I am old, yet I have never seen the 
righteous forsaken or their children begging bread. 

   Psalm 103:5—Forget not all his benefits: …. He satisfies your desires with 
good things so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s. 

   Psalm 104:14–15—He makes wine that gladdens the heart of man, oil to make 
his face shine, and bread that sustains his heart. 

  (2) Unlike the work of grace, which extends properly only to personal beings, 
God’s providence encompasses even animal and plant life. 

   Psalm 104:11–28—The trees drink their fill, the animals have refuge, and all 
seek and receive their food from God in an incredibly wise network of 
divinely arranged circumstances. 
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   Luke 12:27–28—Consider how the lilies grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet 
I tell you, not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of 
these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today, 
and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, how much more will he clothe you, 
O you of little faith! 

  (3) In God’s general providence he provides for even unregenerate man benefits 
intended to draw his attention to God in faith. 

   Acts 17:27—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. 

   Romans 2:4—You show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and 
patience, not realizing that God's kindness leads you toward repentance. 

  (4) By God’s providence we are assured that the ultimate good of believers is 
perfectly correspondent to God’s universal purposes. 

   Romans 8:28—In all things God works for the good of those who love him, 
who have been called according to his purpose. 

   Matthew 6:8, 32–33—God’s providence includes answered prayers. 

 c. God’s providence is directed toward specific, governmental ends. 

  (1) The Universe at Large 

   Psalm 103:19—The Lord has established his throne in heaven, and his 
kingdom rules over all. 

   So also Ps 145:13; 1 Chron 29:12; Ps 139:7–10; etc. 

  (2) The Forces of Nature 

   Psalm 104:3–4—He makes the clouds his chariot and rides on the wings of 
the wind. He makes winds his messengers, flames of fire his servants. 

   Job 37:11–13—He loads the clouds with moisture; he scatters his lightning 
through them. At his direction they swirl around over the face of the whole 
earth to do whatever he commands them. He brings the clouds to punish 
men, or to water his earth and show his love.   

   Psalm 148:8—Lightning and hail, snow and clouds, and stormy winds do his 
bidding. 

  (3) The Great Catastrophes and Tragedies of History 

   Psalm 104:6–8—You covered the earth with the deep as with a garment; the 
waters stood above the mountains. But at your rebuke the waters fled, at 
the sound of your thunder they took to flight; they flowed over the 
mountains, they went down into the valleys, to the place you assigned for 
them (cf. Ps 29:10). 
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   John 9:2–3—Jesus’ disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his 
parents, that he was born blind?” “Neither this man nor his parents 
sinned,” said Jesus, “but this happened so that the work of God might be 
displayed in his life” (see also Luke 13:4). 

   Genesis 50:20—You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to 
accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives. 

   Acts 4:28—Herod and Pilate “did what your power and will had decided 
beforehand should happen” (so also 2:36). 

   Romans 11—The tragedy of Israel’s rejection of her Messiah was carefully 
orchestrated to extend God’s salvific blessings to the Gentiles. 

  (4) The Affairs of the Nations 

   Psalm 2—Why do the nations conspire and the peoples plot in vain? Why do 
the kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against 
the LORD and against his Anointed One? The One enthroned in heaven 
laughs; the Lord scoffs at them. Then he rebukes them in his anger and 
terrifies them in his wrath, saying, “I have installed my King on Zion, my 
holy hill.”…Therefore, you kings, be wise; be warned, you rulers of the 
earth. 

   Psalm 22:28—The Lord rules over the nations. 

   Proverbs 21:1—The king's heart is in the hand of the Lord; he directs it like a 
watercourse wherever he pleases. 

   Romans 13:1—There is no authority except that which God has established. 
The authorities that exist have been established by God. 

  (5) The Trivial Affairs of Life 

   Proverbs 16:33—The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the 
Lord. 

   Proverbs 19:21—Many are the plans in a man's heart, but it is the LORD's 
purpose that prevails (so also 16:1, 9; 20:24). 

   James 4:15—You ought to say, “If it is the Lord's will, we will live and do 
this or that.” 

 d. The Relationship of Providence to Sin 

  Strong offers four activities of God relative to sin in his universe: 

  (1) He sometimes prevents sin (e.g., Gen 20:6). 

  (2) He sometimes limits it (Job 1:12; 1 Cor 10:13; 2 Thess 2:7). 

  (3) He sometimes permits sin (Exod 4:21; 2 Chron 32:31; Matt 19:8; Rom 1:24ff). 
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Note: Even though the term permit is here used, the point is not that God cedes his 
authority to a force external to himself. It is an active decree of a passive hardening. 
Note R. C. Sproul’s assessment: 

All that God has to do to harden people’s hearts is to remove the restraints. Rather 
than restricting their human freedom, he increases it. He lets them have their own 
way. In a sense he gives them enough rope to hang themselves. It is not as though 
God puts his hand on them to create fresh evil in their hearts; he merely removes his 
holy hand of restraint from them and lets them do their own will. 

  (4) He always directs it (Gen 50:20; Exod 4:21; Ps 76:10; Acts 2:36). 

 e. The Relationship of Providence to Miracle 

  (1) In keeping with the pattern of creation, it would appear that God’s normal 
pattern in maintaining his universe is providential (i.e., employing secondary 
causation) rather than miraculous (i.e., involving the imposition of 
supernatural power and the suspension or reversal of natural causation). 

  (2) While God is not restricted in the performance of miracles, he apparently 
chooses to limit their use. 

   (a) Miracles are “signs of an apostle” (2 Cor 12:12). 

   As signs of the apostolic (and prophetic?) office, miracles seem particularly 
well suited to function in a confirmatory role attending new revelation. 
This ability does not seem to attend other ministry (e.g., pastoral ministry 
or other “ordinary” Christian ministry); in fact, multiplied miracles in 
these spheres would effectively dilute this primary function. 

   (b) Miracles are “powers of the coming age” (Heb 6:5). 

    By describing miracles as signs of the coming age, there is an implication 
that they are not features of the present age. This is the best explanation of 
Christ’s miracles during his first advent. 

  (3) What passes as “miracle” today rarely if ever meets the defining criteria of 
genuine biblical miracle. 

   Acts 4:16—The purpose of miracles as described above demands that they be 
“undeniable” and “evident to many,” which is how Scripture defines them.  

   Modern-day “miracles” are usually invisible or so laced with secondary 
causation that the claim of miracle is dubious. 

Question: Should believers pray for miracles of healing today? 

While God certainly is capable of performing miracles of healing today, there is no 
forthcoming evidence, biblical or practical, that he is doing so. As such, it seems more 
appropriate generally to pray for God to use secondary causes (medical procedures, 
drugs, natural immunity, etc.) in the healing of disease. On might possibly conclude that 
this stance reflects a lack of faith; instead, I would counter that this is a biblical 
conclusion drawn from theological realities in the NT church age. God apparently is 
restricting his miracle-working energies to the moral realm (i.e., regeneration) today. 


