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About Systematic Theology

The Christian church has a long tradition of systematic theology, that is, studying theology and
doctrine organized around fairly standard categories such as the Word of God, redemption, and Jesus
Christ. This introduction to systematic theology has several distinctive features.

A strong emphasis on the scriptural basis for each doctrine and teaching

Clear writing, with technical terms kept to a minimum

A contemporary approach, treating subjects of special interest to the church today

A friendly tone, appealing to the emotions and the spirit as well as the intellect
Frequent application to life

Resources for worship with each chapter

Bibliographies with each chapter that cross-reference subjects to a wide range of other
systematic theologies.



“Grudem’s book . . . stands squarely in the historical Reformed tradition on the main issues of
theology, including the doctrine of Scripture, the doctrine of God, and the doctrine of salvation. . . .
Perhaps the strongest feature of the book is its accessibility. Grudem does not water down the meat of
theology. But by minimizing technical terminology and by including hymns, questions, and indications
of application, he makes systematic theology much more accessible and life-invigorating for a large
range of Christian readers.”

Vern S. Poythress, Westminster Theological Seminary

“The whole church is indebted to Wayne Grudem for a fresh presentation of evangelical
Christianity. . . . Even those who do not share his . . . positions on certain issues will be enriched by
Grudem’s clear statement of basic evangelical theology and his helpful cross-references to other
major theological positions. Of particular value is his constant eye to the application of doctrine to
personal life, ministry, and the church. For Grudem, intellectual understanding cannot be separated
from heart experience.”

Allan Coppedge, Asbury Theological Seminary

“Systematic Theology by Wayne Grudem is classic theology for today’s church. . . . Beyond most
theological works, Grudem addresses doctrine to life, in thought, practice, and worship. Although not
everyone will agree with all of Grudem’s conclusions, he has gifted the church with a wealth of
biblical and theological teaching in a solid, conservative, evangelical tradition.”

Robert L. Saucy, Talbot School of Theology

“Dr. Grudem’s new work 1s characterized by exegetical depth, clarity of expression, and
contemporary relevance. It deserves wide acceptance as a text in systematic theology.”

John Jefferson Davis, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

“Grudem’s Systematic Theology 1s destined to become a classic. He leads his readers through the
most controversial and difficult areas of theology with unparalleled clarity. . . . This work 1s capable
of leading a beginner into the process of mature theological reflection as well as challenging and
delighting the seasoned theologian. I have never enjoyed a systematic theology as much as this.”

Jack Deere, Author and Lecturer

“Grudem builds a wonderfully personal evangelical theology from a deep commitment to the truth and
authority of Scripture that honors the best traditions of Protestant orthodoxy. . . . It will help
evangelicals realize the importance of doctrine while encouraging us toward a much-needed
theological consensus.”

Gerry Breshears, Western Seminary, Portland, Oregon



“Written in a clear manner, this is one theological publication that is worthy of serious study by
everyone.”

Baptist Standard

“It will teach you, challenge you, expand your thinking, and warm your heart. Theologian, pastor, and
layperson alike will benefit greatly from this finely crafted work. It comes from the heart and mind of
one of the church’s finest servants and most careful and able scholars.”

James A. Borland, Liberty University

“Once 1n a while one encounters a book in which some statements are so apt that one feels like
saying: ‘I wish I had written that.” Dr. Grudem’s Systematic Theology is one such book! Itis . . . not
burdened with technicalities that make it difficult to understand, although technical terms . . . are
explained so that the reader may be cognizant of them. It is very well organized and presents a
thorough evangelical position. Where evangelicals differ it provides a fair evaluation of diverging
views. It has valuable paragraphs on application, significant Scriptures to be memorized, and an
appendix with important creeds and confessions of faith.”

Roger Nicole, Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando, Florida

“Wayne Grudem understands that every Christian ‘does theology,” that doctrine inevitably finds its
application in the believer’s life. Clearly written, this volume demonstrates an appreciation for the
rich diversity of traditions within the body of Christ while at the same time reminding us that our faith
is rooted in historic Christian truth.”

Chuck Colson, Prison Fellowship Ministries

“If you were hoping to find a student’s textbook of theology that seeks your spiritual no less than your
intellectual formation, rejoice. Wayne Grudem has written exactly what you wanted, and he has done
so very competently indeed.”

J.I. Packer, Regent College

“Systematic Theology by Wayne Grudem is a fair-minded, thorough text in systematic theology—the
best [ have seen in recent years in terms of convenient organization, clarity, and a willingness to
tackle the most salient issues of the day. This 1s an admirable blending of the scholarly and devotional
elements seldom achieved in academic books.”

Paige Patterson, Southeastern Baptist Seminary

“Systematic Theology is remarkable for its extraordinary juxtapositions. It is penetrating but not
confusing; forthright and unequivocal but not reckless or overstated; readable and clear but not



superficial; biblically grounded, even biblically saturated, but not textually careless or glib; devout
and reverent but not uncritical or naive; practical but not trendy or sentimental; comprehensive but not
majoring on minors; a book for the church but not parochial or sectarian. I expect to turn to it for
decades.”

John Piper, Bethlehem Baptist Church, Minneapolis

“Altogether a magnificent achievement which deserves to be widely used among evangelicals.”

Gerald Bray, Beeson Divinity School

“Grudem has opened the windows to let fresh air blow away mustiness and permit the Holy Spirit to
infuse soundly biblical, clearheaded evangelical theology with new life and power.”

Jack W. Hayford, The Church on the Way, Van Nuys, California

This book is available in computer-readable form from Bits & Bytes Computer Resources, 623 N.
Iowa Ave., Whitefish, MT 59937.



SYSTEMATIC
THEOLOGY

* An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine ¢

WAYNE
GRUDEM

EZDNDERVAN



Copyright

B ZONDERVAN®

Systematic Theology

EPub Reader Format

Copyright © 1994 by Wayne Grudem

Appendix 6 and glossary copyright © 2000 by Wayne Grudem

Requests for information should be addressed to:
Zondervan, Grand Rapids, Michigan 49530
ISBN-13: 978-0-310-56602-1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical,
photocopy, recording, or any other—except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the publisher.

Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations are taken from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright © 1946, 1952, 1971, by the Division of Christian
Education of the National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA, and are used by permission. However, the author has, with permission, modernized archaic
personal pronouns and has changed the verbs accordingly. Scripture quotations marked NASB are from the New American Standard Bible, copyright © 1960, 1962,
1963, 1968, 1971, 1972 by the Lockman Foundation, La Habra, California. Used by permission. Those marked NIV are from the Holy Bible: New International
Version®. NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Ltd. and Zondervan. Use of italic in
Scripture quotations indicates Wayne Grudem’s emphasis.



This book is dedicated to eight people
whom God sovereignly brought into my life:
Arden and Jean Grudem, my parents,
who taught me to believe the Bible,
to trust in God,
and to speak and write clearly;

A. Kenneth Ham, my Baptist pastor,
who awakened in me a love for systematic theology
by teaching a class on Christian doctrine
when [ was thirteen years old,
and who taught me by example to believe
every word of Scripture;

Edmund Clowney, John Frame, and Vern Poythress,
Westminster Seminary professors and friends,
who influenced my theological understanding
more than anyone else,
and who taught me Reformed theology in
humble submission to every word of Scripture;
and Harald Bredesen and John Wimber,
pastors and friends,
who, more than anyone else,
taught me about the power and work

of the Holy Spirit.



Contents

About Systematic Theology

Copyright

ABBREVIATIONS

PREFACE

Chapter 1: Introduction to Systematic Theology
What is systematic theology? Why should Christians study it? How should we
study it?

PART 1:
THE DOCTRINE OF THE WORD OF GOD

Chapter 2: The Word of God
What are the different forms of the Word of God?

Chapter 3: The Canon of Scripture
What belongs in the Bible and what does not belong?

Chapter 4: The Four Characteristics of Scripture: (1) Authority
How do we know that the Bible is God’s Word?

Chapter 5: The Inerrancy of Scripture
Are there any errors in the Bible?

Chapter 6: The Four Characteristics of Scripture: (2) Clarity
Can only Bible scholars understand the Bible rightly?

Chapter 7: The Four Characteristics of Scripture: (3) Necessity
For what purposes are the Bible necessary? How much can people know about
God without the Bible?

Chapter 8: The Four Characteristics of Scripture: (4) Sufficiency
Is the Bible enough for knowing what God wants us to think or do?

PART 2:
THE DOCTRINE OF GOD

Chapter 9: The Existence of God
How do we know that God exists?



Chapter 10: The Knowability of God
Can we really know God? How much of God can we know?

Chapter 11: The Character of God: “Incommunicable” Attributes
How is God different from us?

Chapter 12: The Character of God: “Communicable” Attributes (Part 1)
How is God like us in his being and in mental and moral attributes?

Chapter 13: The Character of God: “Communicable” Attributes (Part 2)
How is God like us in attributes of will and in attributes that summarize his
excellence?

Chapter 14: God in Three Persons: The Trinity
How can God be three persons, yet one God?

Chapter 15: Creation
Why, how, and when did God create the universe?

Chapter 16: God’s Providence
If God controls all things, how can our actions have real meaning? What are the
decrees of God?

Chapter 17: Miracles
What are miracles? Can they happen today?

Chapter 18: Prayer
Why does God want us to pray? How can we pray effectively?

Chapter 19: Angels
What are angels? Why did God create them?

Chapter 20: Satan and Demons
How should Christians think of Satan and demons today? Spiritual warfare.

PART 3:
THE DOCTRINE OF MAN

Chapter 21: The Creation of Man
Why did God create us? How did God make us like himself? How can we please
him in everyday living?

Chapter 22: Man as Male and Female
Why did God create two sexes? Can men and women be equal and yet have
different roles?



Chapter 23: The Essential Nature of Man
What does Scripture mean by “soul” and “spirit”? Are they the same thing?

Chapter 24: Sin
What is sin? Where did it come from? Do we inherit a sinful nature from Adam?

Do we inherit guilt from Adam?

Chapter 25: The Covenants Between God and Man
What principles determine the way God relates to us?

PART 4:
THE DOCTRINES OF CHRIST AND THE HOLY SPIRIT

Chapter 26: The Person of Christ
How is Jesus fully God and fully man, yet one person?

Chapter 27: The Atonement

Was it necessary for Christ to die? Did Christ’s entire earthly life earn any
saving benefits for us? The cause and nature of the atonement. Did Christ
descend into hell?

Chapter 28: Resurrection and Ascension
What was Christ’s resurrection body like? What is its significance for us? What

happened to Christ when he ascended into heaven? What is meant by the states
of Jesus Christ?

Chapter 29: The Offices of Christ
How is Christ prophet, priest, and king?

Chapter 30: The Work of the Holy Spirit
What are the distinctive activities of the Holy Spirit throughout the history of the
Bible?

PARTS:
THE DOCTRINE OF THE APPLICATION OF REDEMPTION

Chapter 31: Common Grace
What are the undeserved blessings that God gives to all people, both believers
and unbelievers?

Chapter 32: Election and Reprobation
When and why did God choose us? Are some not chosen?

Chapter 33: The Gospel Call and Effective Calling
What is the gospel message? How does it become effective?



Chapter 34: Regeneration
What does it mean to be born again?

Chapter 35: Conversion (Faith and Repentance)
What is true repentance? What is saving faith? Can people accept Jesus as
Savior and not as Lord?

Chapter 36: Justification (Right Legal Standing Before God)
How and when do we gain right legal standing before God?

Chapter 37: Adoption (Membership in God’s Family)
What are benefits of being a member of God’s family?

Chapter 38: Sanctification (Growth in Likeness to Christ)
How do we grow in Christian maturity? What are the blessings of Christian
growth?

Chapter 39: Baptism in and Filling With the Holy Spirit
Should we seek a “baptism in the Holy Spirit” after conversion? What does it
mean to be filled with the Holy Spirit?

Chapter 40: The Perseverance of the Saints (Remaining a Christian)
Can true Christians lose their salvation? How can we know if we are truly born
again?

Chapter 41: Death and the Intermediate State
What is the purpose of death in the Christian life? What happens to our bodies
and souls when we die?

Chapter 42: Glorification (Receiving a Resurrection Body)
When will we receive resurrection bodies? What will they be like?

Chapter 43: Union With Christ
What does it mean to be “in Christ” or “united with Christ”?

PART 6:
THE DOCTRINE OF THE CHURCH

Chapter 44: The Church: Its Nature, Its Marks, and Its Purposes
What is necessary to make a church? How can we recognize a true church? The
purposes of the church.

Chapter 45: The Purity and Unity of the Church
What makes a church more or less pleasing to God? What kinds of churches
should we cooperate with or join?



Chapter 46: The Power of the Church
What kind of authority does the church have? How should church discipline
function?

Chapter 47: Church Government
How should a church be governed? How should church officers be chosen?
Should women serve as pastors of churches?

Chapter 48: Means of Grace Within the Church
What are the different activities within the life of the church that God uses to

bring blessing to us? What do we miss if we neglect involvement in a local
church?

Chapter 49: Baptism
Who should be baptized? How should it be done? What does it mean?

Chapter 50: The Lord’s Supper
What is the meaning of the Lord’s Supper? How should it be observed?

Chapter 51: Worship
How can our worship fulfill its great purpose in the New Testament age? What
does it mean to worship “in spirit and in truth”?

Chapter 52: Gifts of the Holy Spirit (1): General Questions
What are spiritual gifts? How many are there? Have some gifts ceased? Seeking
and using spiritual gifts.

Chapter 53: Gifts of the Holy Spirit (2): Specific Gifts
How should we understand and use specific spiritual gifts?

PART 7:
THE DOCTRINE OF THE FUTURE

Chapter 54: The Return of Christ: When and How?
When and how will Christ return? Could he come back at any hour?

Chapter 55: The Millennium
What is the Millennium? When does it occur? Will Christians go through the
Great Tribulation?

Chapter 56: The Final Judgment and Eternal Punishment
Who will be judged? What is hell?

Chapter 57: The New Heavens and New Earth
What is heaven? Is it a place? How will the earth be renewed? What will it be
like to live in the new heavens and new earth?



APPENDIX 1: HISTORIC CONFESSIONS OF FAITH

APPENDIX 2: SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGES FROM THE NIV AND NASB

APPENDIX 3: CONTEMPORARY WORSHIP SONGS CLASSIFIED BY CHAPTER

APPENDIX 4: ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY OF EVANGELICAL SYSTEMATIC
THEOLOGIES

APPENDIX 5: MASTER LIST OF SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGIES CROSS-
REFERENCED AT THE END OF EACH CHAPTER

APPENDIX 6: THE MONOGENEGS CONTROVERSY: “ONLY” OR “ONLY
BEGOTTEN"?

GLOSSARY

INDEXES
List of Authors

List of Hymns

List of Scripture

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER



BAGD

BDB

BETS
BibSac
cf.
CRSQ
CT
CThRev

DPCM

EBC
ed.

EDT
et al.

IBD

ISBE

JAMA
JBL
JETS
JSOT

KJV

LSJ

LXX
mg.
n.
N.d.
N.p.

NASB

NDT

Abbreviations

A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature.
Ed. Walter Bauer. Rev. and trans. Wm. Arndt, F. W. Gingrich, and F. Danker. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1979.

A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament. F. Brown, S. R. Driver, and C.
Briggs. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1907; reprinted, with corrections, 1968.

Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological Society
Bibliotheca Sacra

compare

Creation Research Society Quarterly
Christianity Today

Criswell Theological Review

Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements. Stanley M. Burgess and Gary B.
McGee, eds. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988.

Expositor’s Bible Commentary. Frank E. Gaebelein, ed. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976.
edited by, edition

Evangelical Dictionary of Theology. Walter Elwell, ed. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984.

and others

The Illustrated Bible Dictionary. Ed. J. D. Douglas, et al. 3 vols. Leicester: Inter-Varsity
Press, and Wheaton: Tyndale House, 1980.

International Standard Bible Encyclopedia. Revised edition. G. W. Bromiley, ed. Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982.

Journal of the American Medical Association
Journal of Biblical Literature

Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society
Journal for the Study of the Old Testament
King James Version (Authorized Version)

A Greek-English Lexicon, ninth edition. Henry Liddell, Robert Scott, H. S. Jones, R.
McKenzie. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940.

Septuagint

margin or marginal notes

note

no date of publication given
no place of publication given
New American Standard Bible

New Dictionary of Theology. S. B. Ferguson, D. F. Wright, J. I. Packer, eds. Leicester and
Downers Grove, I11.: InterVarsity Press, 1988.

New International Dictionary of the Christian Church. Ed. J. D. Douglas et al. Grand



NIDCC Rapids: Zondervan, 1974.

The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology. 3 vols. Colin Brown,
gen. ed. Grand Rapids:

Zondervan, 1975-78.
NIGTC New International Greek Testament Commentaries

NIDNTT

NIV New International Version

NKJV New King James Version

NTS New Testament Studies

Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church. Ed. F. L. Cross. London and New York:

opcce Oxford University Press, 1977.

rev. revised

RSV Revised Standard Version

1B Tyndale Bulletin

TDNT Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. 10 vols. G. Kittel and G. Friedrich, eds.;

trans. G. W. Bromiley. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964-76.
TNTC  Tyndale New Testament Commentaries
TOTC  Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries
trans. translated by
TrinJ Trinity Journal
vol. volume
WBC Word Biblical Commentary
wTJ Westminster Theological Journal



Preface

I have not written this book for other teachers of theology (though I hope many of them will read it). 1
have written it for students—and not only for students, but also for every Christian who has a hunger
to know the central doctrines of the Bible in greater depth.

This is why I have called the book “An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine.” I have tried to make it
understandable even for Christians who have never studied theology before. I have avoided using
technical terms without first explaining them. And most of the chapters can be read on their own, so
that someone can begin at any chapter and grasp it without having read the earlier material.

Introductory studies do not have to be shallow or simplistic. I am convinced that most Christians are
able to understand the doctrinal teachings of the Bible in considerable depth, provided that they are
presented clearly and without the use of highly technical language. Therefore I have not hesitated to
treat theological disputes in some detail where it seemed necessary.

Yet this book, despite its size, is still an introduction to systematic theology. Entire books have been
written about the topics covered in each chapter of this book, and entire articles have been written
about many of the verses quoted in this book. Therefore each chapter is capable of opening out into
additional study in more breadth or more depth for those who are interested. The bibliographies at the
end of each chapter give some help in that direction.

The following six distinctive features of this book grow out of my convictions about what systematic
theology 1s and how it should be taught:

1. A Clear Biblical Basis for Doctrines. Because I believe that theology should be explicitly based
on the teachings of Scripture, in each chapter I have attempted to show where the Bible gives support
for the doctrines under consideration. In fact, because I believe that the words of Scripture
themselves have power and authority greater than any human words, I have not just given Bible
references; | have frequently quoted Bible passages at length so that readers can easily examine for
themselves the scriptural evidence and in that way be like the noble Bereans, who were “examining
the scriptures daily to see if these things were so”” (Acts 17:11). This conviction about the unique
nature of the Bible as God’s words has also led to the inclusion of a Scripture memory passage at the
end of each chapter.

2. Clarity in the Explanation of Doctrines. I do not believe that God intended the study of theology
to result in confusion and frustration. A student who comes out of a course in theology filled only with
doctrinal uncertainty and a thousand unanswered questions is hardly “able to give instruction in sound
doctrine and also to confute those who contradict it” (Titus 1:9). Therefore I have tried to state the
doctrinal positions of this book clearly and to show where in Scripture I find convincing evidence for
those positions. I do not expect that everyone reading this book will agree with me at every point of
doctrine; I do think that every reader will understand the positions I am arguing for and where
Scripture can be found to support those positions.

I think it is only fair to readers of this book to say at the beginning what my own convictions are



regarding certain points that are disputed within evangelical Christianity. I hold to a conservative
view of biblical inerrancy, very much in agreement with the “Chicago Statement” of the International
Council on Biblical Inerrancy (chapter 5 and appendix 1), and a traditional Reformed position with
regard to questions of God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility (chapter 16), the extent of the
atonement (chapter 27), and the question of predestination (chapter 32). Consistent with the Reformed
view, I hold that those who are truly born again will never lose their salvation (chapter 40). With
regard to male-female relationships, I argue for a view that is neither traditional nor feminist, but
“complementarian”—namely, that God created man and woman equal in value and personhood, and
equal in bearing his image, but that both creation and redemption indicate some distinct roles for men
and women in marriage (chapter 22) and in the church (chapter 47). On church government, I
advocate a modified congregational form of government, with plural elders in governing positions
(chapter 47). I argue for a baptistic view of baptism, namely, that those who give a believable
profession of personal faith should be baptized (chapter 49). I hold that “baptism in the Holy Spirit”
is a phrase best applied to conversion, and subsequent experiences are better called “being filled
with the Holy Spirit” (chapter 39); moreover, that all the gifts of the Holy Spirit mentioned in the
New Testament are still valid for today, but that “apostle” is an office, not a gift, and that office does
not continue today (chapters 52, 53). I believe that Christ’s second coming could occur any day, that it
will be premillennial—that is, that it will mark the beginning of his thousand-year reign of perfect
peace on the earth—but that it will be post-tribulational—that is, that many Christians will go through
the great tribulation (chapters 54, 55).

This does not mean that I ignore other views. Where there are doctrinal differences within
evangelical Christianity [ have tried to represent other positions fairly, to explain why I disagree with
them, and to give references to the best available defenses of the opposing positions. In fact, I have
made it easy for students to find a conservative evangelical statement on each topic from within their
own theological traditions, because each chapter contains an index to treatments of that chapter’s
subject in thirty-four other theology texts classified by denominational background. (If I have failed to
represent an opposing view accurately I would appreciate a letter from anyone who holds that view,
and I will attempt to make corrections if a subsequent edition of this book is published.)

3. Application to Life. I do not believe that God intended the study of theology to be dry and boring.
Theology is the study of God and all his works! Theology i1s meant to be /ived and prayed and sung!
All of the great doctrinal writings of the Bible (such as Paul’s epistle to the Romans) are full of
praise to God and personal application to life. For this reason I have incorporated notes on
application from time to time in the text, and have added “Questions for Personal Application™ at the
end of each chapter, as well as a hymn related to the topic of the chapter. True theology is “teaching
which accords with godliness” (1 Tim. 6:3), and theology when studied rightly will lead to growth in
our Christian lives, and to worship.

4. Focus on the Evangelical World. I do not think that a true system of theology can be constructed
from within what we may call the “liberal” theological tradition—that is, by people who deny the
absolute truthfulness of the Bible, or who do not think the words of the Bible to be God’s very words
(see chapter 4, on the authority of Scripture). For this reason, the other writers I interact with in this
book are mostly within what is today called the larger “conservative evangelical” tradition—from the
great Reformers John Calvin and Martin Luther, down to the writings of evangelical scholars today. 1



write as an evangelical and for evangelicals. This does not mean that those in the liberal tradition
have nothing valuable to say; it simply means that differences with them almost always boil down to
differences over the nature of the Bible and its authority. The amount of doctrinal agreement that can
be reached by people with widely divergent bases of authority is quite limited. I am thankful for my
evangelical friends who write extensive critiques of liberal theology, but I do not think that everyone
is called to do that, or that an extensive analysis of liberal views is the most helpful way to build a
positive system of theology based on the total truthfulness of the whole Bible. In fact, somewhat like
the boy in Hans Christian Andersen’s tale who shouted, “The Emperor has no clothes!” I think
someone needs to say that it is doubtful that liberal theologians have given us any significant insights
into the doctrinal teachings of Scripture that are not already to be found in evangelical writers.

It is not always appreciated that the world of conservative evangelical scholarship is so rich and
diverse that it affords ample opportunity for exploration of different viewpoints and insights into
Scripture. | think that ultimately we will attain much more depth of understanding of Scripture when
we are able to study it in the company of a great number of scholars who all begin with the conviction
that the Bible is completely true and absolutely authoritative. The cross-references to thirty-four other
evangelical systematic theologies that [ have put at the end of each chapter reflect this conviction:
though they are broken down into seven broad theological traditions (Anglican/Episcopalian,
Arminian/ Wesleyan/Methodist, Baptist, Dispensational, Lutheran, Reformed/Presbyterian, and
Renewal/Charismatic/ Pentecostal), they all would hold to the inerrancy of the Bible and would
belong to what would be called a conservative evangelical position today. (In addition to these thirty-
four conservative evangelical works, I have also added to each chapter a section of cross-references
to two representative Roman Catholic theologies, because Roman Catholicism continues to exercise
such a significant influence worldwide.)

5. Hope for Progress in Doctrinal Unity in the Church. I believe that there is still much hope for the
church to attain deeper and purer doctrinal understanding, and to overcome old barriers, even those
that have persisted for centuries. Jesus is at work perfecting his church “that he might present the
church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and
without blemish” (Eph. 5:27), and he has given gifts to equip the church “until we all attain to the
unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God” (Eph. 4:13). Though the past history of the
church may discourage us, these Scriptures remain true, and we should not abandon hope of greater
agreement. In fact, in this century we have already seen much greater understanding and some greater
doctrinal agreement between Covenant and Dispensational theologians, and between charismatics and
noncharismatics; moreover, I think the church’s understanding of biblical inerrancy and of spiritual
gifts has also increased significantly in the last few decades. I believe that the current debate over
appropriate roles for men and women in marriage and the church will eventually result in much
greater understanding of the teaching of Scripture as well, painful though the controversy may be at
the present time. Therefore, in this book I have not hesitated to raise again some of the old differences
(over baptism, the Lord’s Supper, church government, the millennium and the tribulation, and
predestination, for example) in the hope that, in some cases at least, a fresh look at Scripture may
provoke a new examination of these doctrines and may perhaps prompt some movement not just
toward greater understanding and tolerance of other viewpoints, but even toward greater doctrinal
consensus in the church.



6. A Sense of the Urgent Need for Greater Doctrinal Understanding in the Whole Church. [ am
convinced that there is an urgent need in the church today for much greater understanding of Christian
doctrine, or systematic theology. Not only pastors and teachers need to understand theology in greater
depth—the whole church does as well. One day by God’s grace we may have churches full of
Christians who can discuss, apply, and /ive the doctrinal teachings of the Bible as readily as they can
discuss the details of their own jobs or hobbies—or the fortunes of their favorite sports team or
television program. It is not that Christians lack the ability to understand doctrine; it is just that they
must have access to it in an understandable form. Once that happens, I think that many Christians will
find that understanding (and living) the doctrines of Scripture is one of their greatest joys.

Many people have helped me in the writing of this book. First I should mention my students, past and
present, both at Bethel College in St. Paul, Minnesota (1977-81), and then at Trinity Evangelical
Divinity School (1981-—present). Their thoughtful, insightful contributions during classroom
discussions have influenced every chapter of this book.

God has blessed me with help from some excellent typists. The typing of the manuscript was started
by Sherry Kull several years ago. Later, Mary Morris, Ron Tilley, Kathryn Sheehan, Shelly Mills,
Rebecca Heidenreich, Jenny Hart, and Carol Pederson typed several portions. Then the largest part of
the manuscript was typed with great skill and care by Tammy Thomas, who also helped with some
editing. Andi Ledesma and Joyce Leong cheerfully helped with photocopying many times. Finally,
Kim Pennington faithfully and accurately typed in the many corrections and changes that came during
the editorial process. I am grateful to all of them for their help.

John O. Stevenson did excellent work in compiling the bibliographies, and Don Rothwell completed
a significant portion of the cross-references to other theology texts. H. Scott Baldwin, Tom
Provenzola, and Mark Rapinchuk were a great help in proofreading and in library research. Mark
Rapinchuk also compiled the indexes of authors and Scripture references. Beth Manley provided
excellent help in proofreading. George Knight III, Robert Reymond, Harold Hoehner, Robert Saucy,
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Chapter 1

Introduction to Systematic Theology

What is systematic theology? Why should Christians study it? How should we study
it?

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS
A. Definition of Systematic Theology

What is systematic theology? Many different definitions have been given, but for the
purposes of this book the following definition will be used: Systematic theology is any

study that answers the question, “What does the whole Bible teach us today?” about

1
any given topic.

This definition indicates that systematic theology involves collecting and understanding
all the relevant passages in the Bible on various topics and then summarizing their
teachings clearly so that we know what to believe about each topic.

1. Relationship to Other Disciplines. The emphasis of this book will not therefore be on historical
theology (a historical study of how Christians in different periods have understood various
theological topics) or philosophical theology (studying theological topics largely without use of the
Bible, but using the tools and methods of philosophical reasoning and what can be known about God
from observing the universe) or apologetics (providing a defense of the truthfulness of the Christian
faith for the purpose of convincing unbelievers). These three subjects, which are worthwhile subjects
for Christians to pursue, are sometimes also included in a broader definition of the term systematic
theology. In fact, some consideration of historical, philosophical, and apologetic matters will be
found at points throughout this book. This 1s because historical study informs us of the insights gained
and the mistakes made by others previously in understanding Scripture; philosophical study helps us
understand right and wrong thought forms common in our culture and others; and apologetic study
helps us bring the teachings of Scripture to bear on the objections raised by unbelievers. But these
areas of study are not the focus of this volume, which rather interacts directly with the biblical text in
order to understand what the Bible itself says to us about various theological subjects.

If someone prefers to use the term systematic theology in the broader sense just
mentioned instead of the narrow sense which has been defined above, 1t will not make

much difference.Z Those who use the narrower definition will agree that these other
areas of study definitely contribute in a positive way to our understanding of systematic
theology, and those who use the broader definition will certainly agree that historical
theology, philosophical theology, and apologetics can be distinguished from the process
of collecting and synthesizing all the relevant Scripture passages for various topics.



Moreover, even though historical and philosophical studies do contribute to our
understanding of theological questions, only Scripture has the final authority to define

) 3 .. ) . .
what we are to believe, and it is therefore appropriate to spend some time focusing on
the process of analyzing the teaching of Scripture itself.

Systematic theology, as we have defined it, also differs from Old Testament theology,
New Testament theology, and biblical theology. These three disciplines organize their
topics historically and in the order the topics are presented in the Bible. Therefore, in
Old Testament theology, one might ask, “What does Deuteronomy teach about prayer?”
or “What do the Psalms teach about prayer?” or “What does Isaiah teach about prayer?”
or even, “What does the whole Old Testament teach about prayer and how is that
teaching developed over the history of the Old Testament?”” In New Testament theology
one might ask, “What does John’s gospel teach about prayer?” or “What does Paul teach
about prayer?” or even “What does the New Testament teach about prayer and what is
the historical development of that teaching as it progresses through the New Testament?”

“Biblical theology” has a technical meaning in theological studies. It is the larger
category that contains both Old Testament theology and New Testament theology as we
have defined them above. Biblical theology gives special attention to the teachings of
individual authors and sections of Scripture, and to the place of each teaching in the

historical development of Scripture.é So one might ask, “What is the historical
development of the teaching about prayer as it is seen throughout the history of the Old
Testament and then of the New Testament?”” Of course, this question comes very close to
the question, “What does the whole Bible teach us today about prayer?”” (which would
be systematic theology by our definition). It then becomes evident that the boundary
lines between these various disciplines often overlap at the edges, and parts of one study
blend into the next. Yet there is still a difference, for biblical theology traces the
historical development of a doctrine and the way in which one’s place at some point in
that historical development affects one’s understanding and application of that particular
doctrine. Biblical theology also focuses on the understanding of each doctrine that the
biblical authors and their original hearers or readers possessed.

Systematic theology, on the other hand, makes use of the material of biblical theology
and often builds on the results of biblical theology. At some points, especially where
great detail and care 1s needed in the development of a doctrine, systematic theology
will even use a biblical-theological method, analyzing the development of each doctrine
through the historical development of Scripture. But the focus of systematic theology
remains different: its focus is on the collection and then the summary of the teaching of
all the biblical passages on a particular subject. Thus systematic theology asks, for
example, “What does the whole Bible teach us today about prayer?” It attempts to
summarize the teaching of Scripture in a brief, understandable, and very carefully
formulated statement.

2. Application to Life. Furthermore, systematic theology focuses on summarizing each doctrine as it
should be understood by present-day Christians. This will sometimes involve the use of terms and



even concepts that were not themselves used by any individual biblical author, but that are the proper
result of combining the teachings of two or more biblical authors on a particular subject. The terms
Trinity, incarnation, and deity of Christ, for example, are not found in the Bible, but they usefully
summarize biblical concepts.

Defining systematic theology to include “what the whole Bible teaches us today”
implies that application to life is a necessary part of the proper pursuit of systematic
theology. Thus a doctrine under consideration is seen in terms of its practical value for
living the Christian life. Nowhere in Scripture do we find doctrine studied for its own
sake or in isolation from life. The biblical writers consistently apply their teaching to
life. Therefore, any Christian reading this book should find his or her Christian life
enriched and deepened during this study; indeed, if personal spiritual growth does not
occur, then the book has not been written properly by the author or the material has not
been rightly studied by the reader.

3. Systematic Theology and Disorganized Theology. If we use this definition of systematic
theology, it will be seen that most Christians actually do systematic theology (or at least make
systematic-theological statements) many times a week. For example: “The Bible says that everyone
who believes in Jesus Christ will be saved.” “The Bible says that Jesus Christ is the only way to
God.” “The Bible says that Jesus is coming again.” These are all summaries of what Scripture says
and, as such, they are systematic-theological statements. In fact, every time a Christian says something
about what the whole Bible says, he or she is in a sense doing “systematic theology”’—according to
our definition—Dby thinking about various topics and answering the question, “What does the whole
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Bible teach us today?”

How then does this book differ from the “systematic theology” that most Christians do?
First, it treats biblical topics in a carefully organized way to guarantee that all
important topics will receive thorough consideration. This organization also provides
one sort of check against inaccurate analysis of individual topics, for it means that all
other doctrines that are treated can be compared with each topic for consistency in
methodology and absence of contradictions in the relationships between the doctrines.
This also helps to ensure balanced consideration of complementary doctrines: Christ’s
deity and humanity are studied together, for example, as are God’s sovereignty and
man’s responsibility, so that wrong conclusions will not be drawn from an imbalanced
emphasis on only one aspect of the full biblical presentation.

In fact, the adjective systematic in systematic theology should be understood to mean
something like “carefully organized by topics,” with the understanding that the topics
studied will be seen to fit together in a consistent way, and will include all the major
doctrinal topics of the Bible. Thus “systematic” should be thought of as the opposite of
“randomly arranged” or “disorganized.” In systematic theology topics are treated in an
orderly or “systematic” way.

A second difference between this book and the way most Christians do systematic
theology 1s that it treats topics in much more detail than most Christians do. For



example, an ordinary Christian as a result of regular reading of the Bible may make the
theological statement, “The Bible says that everyone who believes in Jesus Christ will
be saved.” That is a perfectly true summary of a major biblical teaching. However, in
this book we devote several pages to elaborating more precisely what it means to
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“believe in Jesus Christ,” and twelve chapters (chapters 32 — 43) will be devoted to
explaining what it means to “be saved” in all of the many implications of that term.

Third, a formal study of systematic theology will make it possible to formulate
summaries of biblical teachings with much more accuracy than Christians would
normally arrive at without such a study. In systematic theology, summaries of biblical
teachings must be worded precisely to guard against misunderstandings and to exclude
false teachings.

Fourth, a good theological analysis must find and treat fairly all the relevant Bible
passages for each particular topic, not just some or a few of the relevant passages. This
often means that it must depend on the results of careful exegesis (or interpretation) of
Scripture generally agreed upon by evangelical interpreters or, where there are
significant differences of interpretation, systematic theology will include detailed
exegesis at certain points.

Because of the large number of topics covered in a study of systematic theology and
because of the great detail with which these topics are analyzed, it is inevitable that
someone studying a systematic theology text or taking a course in systematic theology for
the first time will have many of his or her own personal beliefs challenged or modified,
refined or enriched. It is of utmost importance therefore that each person beginning such
a course firmly resolve in his or her own mind to abandon as false any idea which is
found to be clearly contradicted by the teaching of Scripture. But it is also very
important for each person to resolve not to believe any individual doctrine simply
because this textbook or some other textbook or teacher says that it is true, unless this
book or the instructor in a course can convince the student from the text of Scripture
itself. It is Scripture alone, not “conservative evangelical tradition” or any other human
authority, that must function as the normative authority for the definition of what we
should believe.

4. What Are Doctrines? In this book, the word doctrine will be understood in the following way: 4
doctrine is what the whole Bible teaches us today about some particular topic. This definition is
directly related to our earlier definition of systematic theology, since it shows that a “doctrine” is
simply the result of the process of doing systematic theology with regard to one particular topic.
Understood in this way, doctrines can be very broad or very narrow. We can speak of “the doctrine
of God” as a major doctrinal category, including a summary of all that the Bible teaches us today
about God. Such a doctrine would be exceptionally large. On the other hand, we may also speak more
narrowly of the doctrine of God’s eternity, or the doctrine of the Trinity, or the doctrine of God’s

The book is divided into seven major sections according to seven major “doctrines” or



areas of study:
Part 1: The Doctrine of the Word of God
Part 2: The Doctrine of God
Part 3: The Doctrine of Man
Part 4: The Doctrines of Christ and the Holy Spirit
Part 5: The Doctrine of the Application of Redemption
Part 6: The Doctrine of the Church
Part 7: The Doctrine of the Future

Within each of these major doctrinal categories many more specific teachings have been selected as
appropriate for inclusion. Generally these meet at least one of the following three criteria: (1) they
are doctrines that are most emphasized in Scripture; (2) they are doctrines that have been most
significant throughout the history of the church and have been important for all Christians at all times;
(3) they are doctrines that have become important for Christians in the present situation in the history
of the church (even though some of these doctrines may not have been of such great interest earlier in
church history). Some examples of doctrines in the third category would be the doctrine of the
inerrancy of Scripture, the doctrine of baptism in the Holy Spirit, the doctrine of Satan and demons
with particular reference to spiritual warfare, the doctrine of spiritual gifts in the New Testament age,
and the doctrine of the creation of man as male and female in relation to the understanding of roles
appropriate to men and women today. Because of their relevance to the contemporary situation,
doctrines such as these have received more emphasis in the present volume than in most traditional
textbooks of systematic theology.

Finally, what is the difference between systematic theology and Christian ethics?
Although there is inevitably some overlap between the study of theology and the study of
ethics, I have tried to maintain a distinction in emphasis. The emphasis of systematic
theology is on what God wants us to believe and to know, while the emphasis in
Christian ethics is on what God wants us to do and what attitudes he wants us to have.
Such a distinction is reflected in the following definition: Christian ethics is any study
that answers the question, “What does God require us to do and what attitudes does
he require us to have today?” with regard to any given situation. Thus theology
focuses on ideas while ethics focuses on situations in life. Theology tells us how we
should think while ethics tells us how we should live. A textbook on ethics, for example,
would discuss topics such as marriage and divorce, lying and telling the truth, stealing
and ownership of property, abortion, birth control, homosexuality, the role of civil
government, discipline of children, capital punishment, war, care for the poor, racial
discrimination, and so forth. Of course there is some overlap: theology must be applied
to life (therefore it is often ethical to some degree). And ethics must be based on proper
ideas of God and his world (therefore it is theological to some degree).



This book will emphasize systematic theology, though it will not hesitate to apply
theology to life where such application comes readily. Still, for a thorough treatment of
Christian ethics, another textbook similar to this in scope would be necessary.

B. Initial Assumptions of This Book

We begin with two assumptions or presuppositions: (1) that the Bible is true and that it
is, in fact, our only absolute standard of truth; (2) that the God who is spoken of in the
Bible exists, and that he is who the Bible says he is: the Creator of heaven and earth and
all things in them. These two presuppositions, of course, are always open to later
adjustment or modification or deeper confirmation, but at this point, these two
assumptions form the point at which we begin.

C. Why Should Christians Study Theology?

Why should Christians study systematic theology? That is, why should we engage in the
process of collecting and summarizing the teachings of many individual Bible passages
on particular topics? Why is it not sufficient simply to continue reading the Bible
regularly every day of our lives?

1. The Basic Reason. Many answers have been given to this question, but too often they leave the
impression that systematic theology somehow can “improve” on the Bible by doing a better job of
organizing its teachings or explaining them more clearly than the Bible itself has done. Thus we may
begin implicitly to deny the clarity of Scripture (see chapter 6) or the sufficiency of Scripture (see

chapter 8).

However, Jesus commanded his disciples and now commands us also to feach believers
to observe all that he commanded:

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you;
and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age. (Matt. 28:19-20)

Now to teach all that Jesus commanded, in a narrow sense, is simply to teach the content of the oral
teaching of Jesus as it is recorded in the gospel narratives. However, in a broader sense, “all that
Jesus commanded” includes the interpretation and application of his life and teachings, because in the
book of Acts it is implied that it contains a narrative of what Jesus continued to do and teach through
the apostles after his resurrection (note that 1:1 speaks of “all that Jesus began to do and teach™).
“All that Jesus commanded” can also include the Epistles, since they were written under the
supervision of the Holy Spirit and were also considered to be a “command of the Lord” (1 Cor.
14:37; see also John 14:26; 16:13; 1 Thess. 4:15; 2 Peter 3:2; and Rev. 1:1-3). Thus in a larger
sense, “all that Jesus commanded’ includes all of the New Testament.

Furthermore, when we consider that the New Testament writings endorse the absolute
confidence Jesus had in the authority and reliability of the Old Testament Scriptures as
God’s words (see chapter 4), and when we realize that the New Testament epistles also



endorse this view of the Old Testament as absolutely authoritative words of God, then it
becomes evident that we cannot teach “all that Jesus commanded” without including all
of the Old Testament (rightly understood in the various ways in which it applies to the
new covenant age in the history of redemption) as well.

The task of fulfilling the Great Commission includes therefore not only evangelism but
also teaching. And the task of teaching all that Jesus commanded us is, in a broad sense,
the task of teaching what the whole Bible says to us today. To effectively teach
ourselves and to teach others what the whole Bible says, it is necessary to collect and
summarize all the Scripture passages on a particular subject.

For example, if someone asks me, “What does the Bible teach about Christ’s return?” 1
could say, “Just keep reading your Bible and you’ll find out.” But if the questioner
begins reading at Genesis 1:1 it will be a long time before he or she finds the answer to
his question. By that time many other questions will have needed answers, and his list of
unanswered questions will begin to grow very long indeed. What does the Bible teach
about the work of the Holy Spirit? What does the Bible teach about prayer? What does
the Bible teach about sin? There simply is not time in our lifetimes to read through the
entire Bible looking for an answer for ourselves every time a doctrinal question arises.
Therefore, for us to learn what the Bible says, it is very helpful to have the benefit of the
work of others who have searched through Scripture and found answers to these various
topics.

We can teach others most effectively if we can direct them to the most relevant passages
and suggest an appropriate summary of the teachings of those passages. Then the person
who questions us can inspect those passages quickly for himself or herself and learn
much more rapidly what the teaching of the Bible is on a particular subject. Thus the
necessity of systematic theology for teaching what the Bible says comes about primarily
because we are finite in our memory and in the amount of time at our disposal.

The basic reason for studying systematic theology, then, is that it enables us to teach
ourselves and others what the whole Bible says, thus fulfilling the second part of the
Great Commission.

2. The Benefits to Our Lives. Although the basic reason for studying systematic theology is that it is
a means of obedience to our Lord’s command, there are some additional specific benefits that come
from such study.

First, studying theology helps us overcome our wrong ideas. 1f there were no sin in our
hearts, we could read the Bible from cover to cover and, although we would not
immediately learn everything in the Bible, we would most likely learn only true things
about God and his creation. Every time we read it we would learn more true things and
we would not rebel or refuse to accept anything we found written there. But with sin in
our hearts we retain some rebelliousness against God. At various points there are—for
all of us—biblical teachings which for one reason or another we do not want to accept.
The study of systematic theology is of help in overcoming those rebellious ideas.



For example, suppose there is someone who does not want to believe that Jesus is
personally coming back to earth again. We could show this person one verse or perhaps
two that speak of Jesus’ return to earth, but the person might still find a way to evade the
force of those verses or read a different meaning into them. But if we collect twenty-five
or thirty verses that say that Jesus is coming back to earth personally and write them all
out on paper, our friend who hesitated to believe in Christ’s return is much more likely
to be persuaded by the breadth and diversity of biblical evidence for this doctrine. Of
course, we all have areas like that, areas where our understanding of the Bible’s
teaching is inadequate. In these areas, it is helpful for us to be confronted with the rozal
weight of the teaching of Scripture on that subject, so that we will more readily be
persuaded even against our initial wrongful inclinations.

Second, studying systematic theology helps us to be able to make better decisions later
on new questions of doctrine that may arise. We cannot know what new doctrinal
controversies will arise in the churches in which we will live and minister ten, twenty,
or thirty years from now, if the Lord does not return before then. These new doctrinal
controversies will sometimes include questions that no one has faced very carefully
before. Christians will be asking, “What does the whole Bible say about this subject?”
(The precise nature of biblical inerrancy and the appropriate understanding of biblical
teaching on gifts of the Holy Spirit are two examples of questions that have arisen in our
century with much more forcefulness than ever before in the history of the church.)

Whatever the new doctrinal controversies are in future years, those who have learned
systematic theology well will be much better able to answer the new questions that
arise. The reason for this is that everything that the Bible says is somehow related to
everything else the Bible says (for it all fits together in a consistent way, at least within
God’s own understanding of reality, and in the nature of God and creation as they really
are). Thus the new question will be related to much that has already been learned from
Scripture. The more thoroughly that earlier material has been learned, the better able we
will be to deal with those new questions.

This benefit extends even more broadly. We face problems of applying Scripture to life
in many more contexts than formal doctrinal discussions. What does the Bible teach
about husband-wife relationships? About raising children? About witnessing to a friend
at work? What principles does Scripture give us for studying psychology, or economics,
or the natural sciences? How does it guide us in spending money, or in saving, or in
tithing? In every area of inquiry certain theological principles will come to bear, and
those who have learned well the theological teachings of the Bible will be much better
able to make decisions that are pleasing to God.

A helpful analogy at this point is that of a jigsaw puzzle. If the puzzle represents “what
the whole Bible teaches us today about everything” then a course in systematic theology
would be like filling in the border and some of the major items pictured in the puzzle.
But we will never know everything that the Bible teaches about everything, so our
jigsaw puzzle will have many gaps, many pieces that remain to be put in. Solving a new



real-life problem is analogous to filling in another section of the jigsaw puzzle: the more
pieces one has in place correctly to begin with, the easier it is to fit new pieces in, and
the less apt one is to make mistakes. In this book the goal is to enable Christians to put
into their “theological jigsaw puzzle” as many pieces with as much accuracy as
possible, and to encourage Christians to go on putting in more and more correct pieces
for the rest of their lives. The Christian doctrines studied here will act as guidelines to
help in the filling in of all other areas, areas that pertain to all aspects of truth in all
aspects of life.

Third, studying systematic theology will help us grow as Christians. The more we
know about God, about his Word, about his relationships to the world and mankind, the
better we will trust him, the more fully we will praise him, and the more readily we will
obey him. Studying systematic theology rightly will make us more mature Christians. If it
does not do this, we are not studying it in the way God intends.

In fact, the Bible often connects sound doctrine with maturity in Christian living: Paul
speaks of “the teaching which accords with godliness” (1 Tim. 6:3) and says that his
work as an apostle 1s “to further the faith of God’s elect and their knowledge of the
truth which accords with godliness” (Titus 1:1). By contrast, he indicates that all kinds
of disobedience and immorality are “contrary to sound doctrine” (1 Tim. 1:10).

In connection with this idea it is appropriate to ask what the difference is between a
“major doctrine” and a “minor doctrine.” Christians often say they want to seek
agreement in the church on major doctrines but also to allow for differences on minor
doctrines. I have found the following guideline useful:

A major doctrine is one that has a significant impact on our thinking about other doctrines,
or that has a significant impact on how we live the Christian life. A minor doctrine is one
that has very little impact on how we think about other doctrines, and very little impact on
how we live the Christian life.

By this standard doctrines such as the authority of the Bible (chapter 4), the Trinity
(chapter 14), the deity of Christ (chapter 26), justification by faith (chapter 36), and
many others would rightly be considered major doctrines. People who disagree with the
historic evangelical understanding of any of these doctrines will have wide areas of
difference with evangelical Christians who affirm these doctrines. By contrast, it seems
to me that differences over forms of church government (chapter 47) or some details
about the Lord’s Supper (chapter 50) or the timing of the great tribulation (chapter 55)
concern minor doctrines. Christians who differ over these things can agree on perhaps
every other area of doctrine, can live Christian lives that differ in no important way, and
can have genuine fellowship with one another.

Of course, we may find doctrines that fall somewhere between “major” and “minor”
according to this standard. For example, Christians may differ over the degree of
significance that should attach to the doctrine of baptism (chapter 49) or the millennium
(chapter 55) or the extent of the atonement (chapter 27). That is only natural, because



many doctrines have some influence on other doctrines or on life, but we may differ over
whether we think it to be a “significant” influence. We could even recognize that there
will be a range of significance here and just say that the more influence a doctrine has on
other doctrines and on life, the more “major” it becomes. This amount of influence may
even vary according to the historical circumstances and needs of the church at any given
time. In such cases, Christians will need to ask God to give them mature wisdom and
sound judgment as they try to determine to what extent a doctrine should be considered
“major” in their particular circumstances.

D. A Note on Two Objections to the Study of Systematic Theology

1. “The Conclusions Are ‘Too Neat’ to be True.” Some scholars look with suspicion at systematic
theology when—or even because—its teachings fit together in a noncontradictory way. They object
that the results are “too neat” and that systematic theologians must therefore be squeezing the Bible’s
teachings into an artificial mold, distorting the true meaning of Scripture to get an orderly set of
beliefs.

To this objection two responses can be made: (1) We must first ask the people making
the objection to tell us at what specific points Scripture has been misinterpreted, and
then we must deal with the understanding of those passages. Perhaps mistakes have been
made, and in that case there should be corrections.

Yet it is also possible that the objector will have no specific passages in mind, or no
clearly erroneous interpretations to point to in the works of the most responsible
evangelical theologians. Of course, incompetent exegesis can be found in the writings of
the less competent scholars in any field of biblical studies, not just in systematic
theology, but those “bad examples™ constitute an objection not against the scholar’s field
but against the incompetent scholar himself.

It is very important that the objector be specific at this point because this objection is
sometimes made by those who—perhaps unconsciously—have adopted from our culture
a skeptical view of the possibility of finding universally true conclusions about anything,
even about God from his Word. This kind of skepticism regarding theological truth is
especially common in the modern university world where “systematic theology”—if it is
studied at all—is studied only from the perspectives of philosophical theology and
historical theology (including perhaps a historical study of the various ideas that were
believed by the early Christians who wrote the New Testament, and by other Christians
at that time and throughout church history). In this kind of intellectual climate the study of
“systematic theology” as defined in this chapter would be considered impossible,
because the Bible would be assumed to be merely the work of many human authors who
wrote out of diverse cultures and experiences over the course of more than one thousand
years: trying to find “what the whole Bible teaches” about any subject would be thought
nearly as hopeless as trying to find “what all philosophers teach™ about some question,
for the answer in both cases would be thought to be not one view but many diverse and
often conflicting views. This skeptical viewpoint must be rejected by evangelicals who



see Scripture as the product of human and divine authorship, and therefore as a
collection of writings that teach noncontradictory truths about God and about the
universe he created.

(2) Second, it must be answered that in God’s own mind, and in the nature of reality
itself, rrue facts and ideas are all consistent with one another. Therefore if we have
accurately understood the teachings of God in Scripture we should expect our
conclusions to “fit together” and be mutually consistent. Internal consistency, then, is an
argument for, not against, any individual results of systematic theology.

2. “The Choice of Topics Dictates the Conclusions.” Another general objection to systematic
theology concerns the choice and arrangement of topics, and even the fact that such topically arranged
study of Scripture, using categories sometimes different from those found in Scripture itself, is done at
all. Why are these theological topics treated rather than just the topics emphasized by the biblical
authors, and why are the topics arranged in this way rather than in some other way? Perhaps—this
objection would say—our traditions and our cultures have determined the topics we treat and the
arrangement of topics, so that the results of this systematic-theological study of Scripture, though
acceptable in our own theological tradition, will in fact be untrue to Scripture itself.

A variant of this objection is the statement that our starting point often determines our
conclusions on controversial topics: if we decide to start with an emphasis on the divine
authorship of Scripture, for example, we will end up believing in biblical inerrancy, but
if we start with an emphasis on the human authorship of Scripture, we will end up
believing there are some errors in the Bible. Similarly, if we start with an emphasis on
God’s sovereignty, we will end up as Calvinists, but if we start with an emphasis on

man’s ability to make free choices, we will end up as Arminians,g and so forth. This
objection makes it sound as if the most important theological questions could probably
be decided by flipping a coin to decide where to start, since different and equally valid
conclusions will inevitably be reached from the different starting points.

Those who make such an objection often suggest that the best way to avoid this problem
is not to study or teach systematic theology at all, but to limit our topical studies to the
field of biblical theology, treating only the topics and themes the biblical authors
themselves emphasize and describing the historical development of these biblical
themes through the Bible.

In response to this objection, much of the discussion in this chapter about the necessity to
teach Scripture will be relevant. Our choice of topics need not be restricted to the main
concerns of the biblical authors, for our goal is to find out what God requires of us in all
areas of concern to us today.

For example, it was not the main concern of any New Testament author to explain such
topics as “baptism in the Holy Spirit,” or women’s roles in the church, or the doctrine of
the Trinity, but these are valid areas of concern for us today, and we must look at all the
places in Scripture that have relevance for those topics (whether those specific terms



are mentioned or not, and whether those themes are of primary concern to each passage
we examine or not) if we are going to be able to understand and explain to others “what
the whole Bible teaches” about them.

The only alternative—for we will think something about those subjects—is to form our
opinions haphazardly from a general impression of what we feel to be a “biblical”
position on each subject, or perhaps to buttress our positions with careful analysis of
one or two relevant texts, yet with no guarantee that those texts present a balanced view
of “the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27) on the subject being considered. In fact this
approach—one all too common in evangelical circles today—could, I suppose, be
called “unsystematic theology” or even “disorderly and random theology”! Such an
alternative is too subjective and too subject to cultural pressures. It tends toward
doctrinal fragmentation and widespread doctrinal uncertainty, leaving the church
theologically immature, like “children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every
wind of doctrine” (Eph. 4:14).

Concerning the objection about the choice and sequence of topics, there is nothing to
prevent us from going to Scripture to look for answers to any doctrinal questions,
considered in any sequence. The sequence of topics in this book is a very common one
and has been adopted because it is orderly and lends itself well to learning and teaching.
But the chapters could be read in any sequence one wanted and the conclusions should
not be different, nor should the persuasiveness of the arguments—if they are rightly
derived from Scripture—be significantly diminished. In fact, I suspect that most readers
of this book will not read it through from chapter 1 to chapter 57, but will begin with the
chapters of most interest to them, and read others later. That does not really matter,
because I have tried to write the chapters so that they can be read as independent units,
and | have added cross-references to sections in other chapters where relevant. Whether
one reads the chapter on the new heavens and new earth (chapter 57) first or last or
somewhere in between, the arguments will be the same, the Scripture passages quoted
for support will be the same, and the conclusions should be the same.

E. How Should Christians Study Systematic Theology?

How then should we study systematic theology? The Bible provides some guidelines for
answering this question.

1. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Prayer. If studying systematic theology is simply a
certain way of studying the Bible, then the passages in Scripture that talk about the way in which we
should study God’s Word give guidance to us in this task. Just as the psalmist prays in Psalm 119:18,
“Open my eyes, that [ may behold wondrous things out of your law,” so we should pray and seek
God’s help in understanding his Word. Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 2:14 that “the unspiritual man
does not receive the gifts of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to
understand them because they are spiritually discerned.” Studying theology is therefore a spiritual
activity in which we need the help of the Holy Spirit.



No matter how intelligent, if the student does not continue to pray for God to give him or
her an understanding mind and a believing and humble heart, and the student does not
maintain a personal walk with the Lord, then the teachings of Scripture will be
misunderstood and disbelieved, doctrinal error will result, and the mind and heart of the
student will not be changed for the better but for the worse. Students of systematic
theology should resolve at the beginning to keep their lives free from any disobedience
to God or any known sin that would disrupt their relationship with him. They should
resolve to maintain with great regularity their own personal devotional lives. They
should continually pray for wisdom and understanding of Scripture.

Since it is the Holy Spirit who gives us the ability rightly to understand Scripture, we
need to realize that the proper thing to do, particularly when we are unable to understand
some passage or some doctrine of Scripture, is to pray for God’s help. Often what we
need is not more data but more insight into the data we already have available. This
insight is given only by the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 2:14; Eph. 1:17-19).

2. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Humility. Peter tells us, “Clothe yourselves, all of
you, with humility toward one another, for ‘God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble’ ”
(1 Peter 5:5). Those who study systematic theology will learn many things about the teachings of
Scripture that are perhaps not known or not known well by other Christians in their churches or by
relatives who are older in the Lord than they are. They may also find that they understand things about
Scripture that some of their church officers do not understand, and that even their pastor has perhaps
forgotten or never learned well.

In all of these situations it would be very easy to adopt an attitude of pride or superiority
toward others who have not made such a study. But how ugly it would be if anyone were
to use this knowledge of God’s Word simply to win arguments or to put down a fellow
Christian in conversation, or to make another believer feel insignificant in the Lord’s
work. James’ counsel is good for us at this point: “Let every man be quick to hear, slow
to speak, slow to anger, for the anger of man does not work the righteousness of God”
(James 1:19-20). He tells us that one’s understanding of Scripture is to be imparted in
humility and love:

Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good life let him show his works in the
meekness of wisdom. . . . But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle,
open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, without uncertainty or insincerity. And the
harvest of righteousness 1s sown in peace by those who make peace. (James 3:13, 17-18)

Systematic theology rightly studied will not lead to the knowledge that “puffs up” (1 Cor. 8:1) but to
humility and love for others.

3. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Reason. We find in the New Testament that Jesus
and the New Testament authors will often quote a verse of Scripture and then draw logical
conclusions from it. They reason from Scripture. It 1s therefore not wrong to use human
understanding, human logic, and human reason to draw conclusions from the statements of Scripture.
Nevertheless, when we reason and draw what we think to be correct logical deductions from



Scripture, we sometimes make mistakes. The deductions we draw from the statements of Scripture
are not equal to the statements of Scripture themselves in certainty or authority, for our ability to
reason and draw conclusions is not the ultimate standard of truth—only Scripture is.

What then are the limits on our use of our reasoning abilities to draw deductions from
the statements of Scripture? The fact that reasoning to conclusions that go beyond the
mere statements of Scripture is appropriate and even necessary for studying Scripture,
and the fact that Scripture itself is the ultimate standard of truth, combine to indicate to
us that we are free to use our reasoning abilities to draw deductions from any passage
of Scripture so long as these deductions do not contradict the clear teaching of some
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other passage of Scripture.

This principle puts a safeguard on our use of what we think to be logical deductions
from Scripture. Our supposedly logical deductions may be erroneous, but Scripture
itself cannot be erroneous. Thus, for example, we may read Scripture and find that God
the Father is called God (1 Cor. 1:3), that God the Son is called God (John 20:28; Titus
2:13), and that God the Holy Spirit is called God (Acts 5:3—4). We might deduce from
this that there are three Gods. But then we find the Bible explicitly teaching us that God
is one (Deut. 6:4; James 2:19). Thus we conclude that what we thought to be a valid
logical deduction about three Gods was wrong and that Scripture teaches both (a) that
there are three separate persons (the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit), each of whom
is fully God, and (b) that there is one God.

We cannot understand exactly how these two statements can both be true, so together
they constitute a paradox (“a seemingly contradictory statement that may nonetheless be

true”).l_0 We can tolerate a paradox (such as “God is three persons and one God™)
because we have confidence that ultimately God knows fully the truth about himself and
about the nature of reality, and that in his understanding the different elements of a
paradox are fully reconciled, even though at this point God’s thoughts are higher than our
thoughts (Isa. 55:8-9). But a true contradiction (such as, “God is three persons and God
is not three persons”) would imply ultimate contradiction in God’s own understanding of
himself or of reality, and this cannot be.

When the psalmist says, “The sum of your word is truth; and every one of your righteous
ordinances endures for ever” (Ps. 119:160), he implies that God’s words are not only
true individually but also viewed together as a whole. Viewed collectively, their “sum”
is also “truth.” Ultimately, there is no internal contradiction either in Scripture or in
God’s own thoughts.

4. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Help From Others. We need to be thankful that
God has put teachers in the church (““And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second
prophets, third teachers . . .” [1 Cor. 12:28]. We should allow those with gifts of teaching to help us
understand Scripture. This means that we should make use of systematic theologies and other books
that have been written by some of the teachers that God has given to the church over the course of its
history. It also means that our study of theology should include talking with other Christians about



the things we study. Among those with whom we talk will often be some with gifts of teaching who
can explain biblical teachings clearly and help us to understand more easily. In fact, some of the most
effective learning in systematic theology courses in colleges and seminaries often occurs outside the
classroom in informal conversations among students who are attempting to understand Bible doctrines
for themselves.

5. We Should Study Systematic Theology by Collecting and Understanding All the Relevant
Passages of Scripture on Any Topic. This point was mentioned in our definition of systematic
theology at the beginning of the chapter, but the actual process needs to be described here. How does
one go about making a doctrinal summary of what all the passages of Scripture teach on a certain
topic? For topics covered in this book, many people will think that studying the chapters in this book
and reading the Bible verses noted in the chapters is enough. But some people will want to do further
study of Scripture on a particular topic or study some new topic not covered here. How could a
student go about using the Bible to research its teachings on some new subject, perhaps one not
discussed explicitly in any of his or her systematic theology textbooks?

The process would look like this: (1) Find all the relevant verses. The best help in this
step is a good concordance, which enables one to look up key words and find the verses
in which the subject is treated. For example, in studying what it means that man is
created in the image and likeness of God, one needs to find all the verses in which
“image” and “likeness” and “create” occur. (The words “man” and “God” occur too
often to be useful for a concordance search.) In studying the doctrine of prayer, many
words could be looked up (pray, prayer, intercede, petition, supplication, confess,
confession, praise, thanks, thanksgiving, et al.)—and perhaps the list of verses would
grow too long to be manageable, so that the student would have to skim the concordance
entries without looking up the verses, or the search would probably have to be divided
into sections or limited in some other way. Verses can also be found by thinking through
the overall history of the Bible and then turning to sections where there would be
information on the topic at hand—for example, a student studying prayer would want to
read passages like the one about Hannah’s prayer for a son (in 1 Sam. 1), Solomon’s
prayer at the dedication of the temple (in 1 Kings 8), Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of
Gethsemane (in Matt. 26 and parallels), and so forth. Then in addition to concordance
work and reading other passages that one can find on the subject, checking the relevant
sections in some systematic theology books will often bring to light other verses that had

been missed, sometimes because none of the key words used for the concordance were
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1n those verses.

(2) The second step is to read, make notes on, and try to summarize the points made in
the relevant verses. Sometimes a theme will be repeated often and the summary of the
various verses will be relatively easy. At other times, there will be verses difficult to
understand, and the student will need to take some time to study a verse in depth (just by
reading the verse in context over and over, or by using specialized tools such as
commentaries and dictionaries) until a satisfactory understanding is reached.

(3) Finally, the teachings of the various verses should be summarized into one or more



points that the Bible affirms about that subject. The summary does not have to take the
exact form of anyone else’s conclusions on the subject, because we each may see things
in Scripture that others have missed, or we may organize the subject differently or
emphasize different things.

On the other hand, at this point it is also helpful to read related sections, if any can be
found, in several systematic theology books. This provides a useful check against error
and oversight, and often makes one aware of alternative perspectives and arguments that
may cause us to modify or strengthen our position. If a student finds that others have
argued for strongly differing conclusions, then these other views need to be stated fairly
and then answered. Sometimes other theology books will alert us to historical or
philosophical considerations that have been raised before in the history of the church,
and these will provide additional insight or warnings against error.

The process outlined above is possible for any Christian who can read his or her Bible
and can look up words in a concordance. Of course people will become faster and more
accurate in this process with time and experience and Christian maturity, but it would be
a tremendous help to the church if Christians generally would give much more time to
searching out topics in Scripture for themselves and drawing conclusions in the way
outlined above. The joy of discovery of biblical themes would be richly rewarding.
Especially pastors and those who lead Bible studies would find added freshness in their
understanding of Scripture and in their teaching.

6. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Rejoicing and Praise. The study of theology is not
merely a theoretical exercise of the intellect. It is a study of the living God, and of the wonders of all
his works in creation and redemption. We cannot study this subject dispassionately! We must love all
that God 1is, all that he says and all that he does. ““You shall love the LorD your God with all your
heart” (Deut. 6:5). Our response to the study of the theology of Scripture should be that of the psalmist
who said, “How precious to me are your thoughts, O God!” (Ps. 139:17). In the study of the teachings
of God’s Word, it should not surprise us if we often find our hearts spontaneously breaking forth in
expressions of praise and delight like those of the psalmist:

The precepts of the LORD are right,
rejoicing the heart. (Ps. 19:8)

In the way of your testimonies I delight
as much as in all riches. (Ps. 119:14)

How sweet are your words to my taste,
sweeter than honey to my mouth! (Ps. 119:103)

Your testimonies are my heritage for ever;



yea, they are the joy of my heart. (Ps. 119:111)
I rejoice at your word

like one who finds great spoil. (Ps. 119:162)

Often in the study of theology the response of the Christian should be similar to that of Paul in
reflecting on the long theological argument that he has just completed at the end of Romans 11:32. He
breaks forth into joyful praise at the richness of the doctrine which God has enabled him to express:

O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his
judgments and how inscrutable his ways!

“For who has known the mind of the Lord,
or who has been his counselor?”

“Or who has given a gift to him

that he might be repaid?”

For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory for ever. Amen.
(Rom. 11:33-36).

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

These questions at the end of each chapter focus on application to life. Because I think
doctrine is to be felt at the emotional level as well as understood at the intellectual
level, in many chapters I have included some questions about how a reader feels
regarding a point of doctrine. I think these questions will prove quite valuable for those
who take the time to reflect on them.

1. In what ways (if any) has this chapter changed your understanding of what systematic theology
1s? What was your attitude toward the study of systematic theology before reading this chapter?
What is your attitude now?

2. What is likely to happen to a church or denomination that gives up learning systematic theology
for a generation or longer? Has that been true of your church?

3. Are there any doctrines listed in the Contents for which a fuller understanding would help to
solve a personal difficulty in your life at the present time? What are the spiritual and emotional
dangers that you personally need to be aware of in studying systematic theology?

4. Pray for God to make this study of basic Christian doctrines a time of spiritual growth and
deeper fellowship with him, and a time in which you understand and apply the teachings of
Scripture rightly.

SPECIAL TERMS

apologetics minor doctrine



biblical theology New Testament theology

Christian ethics Old Testament theology
contradiction paradox

doctrine philosophical theology
dogmatic theology presupposition
historical theology systematic theology

major doctrine

1.

2.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

In these bibliographies I have usually listed only works written from what would today
be called a conservative evangelical position. This is because the purpose of this
section is to give the student ready access to other treatments of each topic by
theologians who share with this book the same general convictions about the nature of
Scripture—that all of it is totally truthful and that it is God’s unique and absolutely
authoritative Word to us. Once we step outside of that conviction, the variety of
theological positions becomes amazingly large, and sufficient bibliographies are easily
found in the more recent works cited below. (However, I have also included two
representative Roman Catholic works because of the great influence of the Roman
Catholic Church in almost every society in the world.)

Writers are grouped according to broad denominational categories, and the writers
within the groups are arranged chronologically. Of course, the categories below are not
airtight, for there 1s often overlap—many Anglicans and many Baptists are theologically
“Reformed” while others in those groups are theologically “Arminian”; many
Dispensationalists are also Baptists, while others are Presbyterians, and so forth. Yet
the categories are fairly representative of distinguishable theological traditions within
evangelicalism.

Dates given are the dates of publication of the final edition of each author’s systematic
theology or major theological writing. Where no single major theological work was

published, the dates represent the years during which the author was actively teaching
and writing about systematic theology. Complete bibliographical data may be found in

Appendix 4.
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SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE

Students have repeatedly mentioned that one of the most valuable parts of any of their
courses in college or seminary has been the Scripture passages they were required to
memorize. “I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you” (Ps.
119:11 NIV). In each chapter, therefore, I have included an appropriate memory passage
so that instructors may incorporate Scripture memory into the course requirements
wherever possible. (Scripture memory passages at the end of each chapter are taken
from the RSV. These same passages in the NIV and NASB may be found in appendix 2.)

Matthew 28:18-20: And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has
been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded
you, and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age.”

HYMN

Systematic theology at its best will result in praise. It is appropriate therefore at the end
of each chapter to include a hymn related to the subject of that chapter. In a classroom
setting, the hymn can be sung together at the beginning or end of class. Alternatively, an
individual reader can sing it privately or simply meditate quietly on the words.

For almost every chapter the words of the hymns were found in Trinity Hymnal

(Philadelphia: Great Commission Publications, 1990) the hymnal of the Presbyterian
Church in America and the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, but most of them are found in

many other common hymnals. Unless otherwise noted the words of these hymns are
now in public domain and no longer subject to copyright restrictions: therefore they may
be freely copied for overhead projector use or photocopied.

Why have I used so many old hymns? Although I personally like many of the more recent
worship songs that have come into wide use, when I began to select hymns that would



correspond to the great doctrines of the Christian faith, I realized that the great hymns of
the church throughout history have a doctrinal richness and breadth that is still
unequaled. For several of the chapters in this book, I know of no modern worship song
that covers the same subject in an extended way—perhaps this can be a challenge to

modern songwriters to study these chapters and then write songs reflecting the teaching
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of Scripture on the respective subjects.

For this chapter, however, I found no hymn ancient or modern that thanked God for the
privilege of studying systematic theology from the pages of Scripture. Therefore I have
selected a hymn of general praise, which is always appropriate.

“O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing”

This hymn by Charles Wesley (1707—-88) begins by wishing for “a thousand tongues” to
sing God’s praise. Verse 2 is a prayer that God would “assist me” in singing his praise
throughout the earth. The remaining verses give praise to Jesus (vv. 3—6) and to God the

Father (v. 7).
O for a thousand tongues to sing
My great Redeemer’s praise,
The glories of my God and King,
The triumphs of His grace.
My gracious Master and my God,
Assist me to proclaim,
To spread through all the earth abroad,
The honors of Thy name.
Jesus! the name that charms our fears,
That bids our sorrows cease;
"Tis music in the sinner’s ears,
"Tis life and health and peace.
He breaks the pow’r of reigning sin,
He sets the prisoner free;

His blood can make the foulest clean;



His blood availed for me.

He speaks and, list’ning to His voice,
New life the dead receive;

The mournful, broken hearts rejoice;
The humble poor believe.

Hear him, ye deaf; his praise, ye dumb,
Your loosened tongues employ,

Ye blind, behold your Savior come;
And leap, ye lame, for joy.

Glory to God and praise and love

Be ever, ever giv’'n

By saints below and saints above—

The church in earth and heav’n.

AUTHOR: CHARLES WESLEY, 1739, ALT.

NOTES

1This definition of systematic theology is taken from Professor John Frame, now of Westminster Seminary in Escondido, California, under whom I was privileged to
study in 1971-73 (at Westminster Seminary, Philadelphia). Though it is impossible to acknowledge my indebtedness to him at every point, it is appropriate to express
gratitude to him at this point, and to say that he has probably influenced my theological thinking more than anyone else, especially in the crucial areas of the nature of
systematic theology and the doctrine of the Word of God. M any of his former students will recognize echoes of his teaching in the following pages, especially in those
two areas.

2Gordon Lewis and Bruce Demarest have coined a new phrase, “integrative theology,” to refer to systematic theology in this broader sense: see their excellent three-
volume work, Integrative Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987-94). For each doctrine, they analyze historical alternatives and relevant biblical passages, give a
coherent summary of the doctrine, answer philosophical objections, and give practical application.

3Charles Hodge says, “The Scriptures contain all the Facts of Theology” (section heading in Systematic Theology, 1:15). He argues that ideas gained from intuition or
observation or experience are valid in theology only if they are supported by the teaching of Scripture.

4The term “biblical theology” might seem to be a natural and appropriate one for the process I have called “systematic theology.” However, its usage in theological
studies to refer to tracing the historical development of doctrines throughout the Bible is too well established, so that starting now to use the term biblical theology to
refer to what I have called systematic theology would only result in confusion.

3Robert L. Reymond, “The Justification of Theology with a Special Application to Contemporary Christology,” in Nigel M. Cameron, ed., The Challenge of
Evangelical Theology: Essays in Approach and Method (Edinburgh: Rutherford House, 1987), pp. 82—104, cites several examples from the New Testament of this kind
of searching through all of Scripture to demonstrate doctrinal conclusions: Jesus in Luke 24:25-27 (and elsewhere); Apollos in Acts 18:28; the Jerusalem Council in
Acts 15; and Paul in Acts 17:2-3; 20:27; and all of Romans. To this list could be added Heb. 1 (on Christ’s divine Sonship), Heb. 11 (on the nature of true faith), and
many other passages from the Epistles.

8See chapter 35 on saving faith.

IThe word dogma is an approximate synonym for doctrine, but I have not used it in this book. Dogma is a term more often used by Roman Catholic and Lutheran
theologians, and the term frequently refers to doctrines that have official church endorsement. Dogmatic theology is another term for systematic theology.



8See chapter 16, for a discussion of the terms Calvinist and Arminian.
2This guideline is also adopted from Professor John Frame at Westminster Seminary (see above).

LThe American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, ed. William Morris (Boston: Houghton-M ifflin, 1980), p. 950 (first definition). Essentially the same
meaning is adopted by the Oxford English Dictionary (1913 ed., 7:450), the Concise Oxford Dictionary (1981 ed., p. 742), the Random House College Dictionary
(1979 ed., p. 964), and the Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary (p. 780), though all note that paradox can also mean “contradiction” (though less commonly);
compare the Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Paul Edwards (New York: M acmillan and The Free Press, 1967), 5:45, and the entire article “Logical Paradoxes” by John
van Heijenoort on pp. 45-51 of the same volume, which proposes solutions to many of the classical paradoxes in the history of philosophy. (If paradox meant
“contradiction,” such solutions would be impossible.)

When I use the word paradox in the primary sense defined by these dictionaries today I realize that I am differing somewhat with the article “Paradox” by K. S.
Kantzer in the EDT, ed. Walter Elwell, pp. 82627 (which takes paradox to mean essentially “contradiction”). However, I am using paradox in an ordinary English
sense and one also familiar in philosophy. There seems to me to be available no better word than paradox to refer to an apparent but not real contradiction.

There is, however, some lack of uniformity in the use of the term paradox and a related term, antinomy, in contemporary evangelical discussion. The word antinomy
has sometimes been used to apply to what I here call paradox, that is, “seemingly contradictory statements that may nonetheless both be true” (see, for example, John
Jefferson Davis, Theology Primer [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981], p. 18). Such a sense for antinomy gained support in a widely read book, Evangelism and the
Sovereignty of God, by J. 1. Packer (London: Inter-Varsity Press, 1961). On pp. 18-22 Packer defines antinomy as “an appearance of contradiction” (but admits on p.
18 that his definition differs with the Shorter Oxford Dictionary). My problem with using antinomy in this sense is that the word is so unfamiliar in ordinary English
that it just increases the stock of technical terms Christians have to learn in order to understand theologians, and moreover such a sense is unsupported by any of the
dictionaries cited above, all of which define antinomy to mean “contradiction” (e.g., Oxford English Dictionary, 1:371). The problem is not serious, but it would help
communication if evangelicals could agree on uniform senses for these terms.

A paradox is certainly acceptable in systematic theology, and paradoxes are in fact inevitable so long as we have finite understanding of any theological topic. However,
it is important to recognize that Christian theology should never affirm a contradiction (a set of two statements, one of which denies the other). A contradiction would
be, “God is three persons and God is not three persons” (where the term persons has the same sense in both halves of the sentence).

LT have read a number of student papers telling me that John’s gospel says nothing about how Christians should pray, for example, because they looked at a
concordance and found that the word prayer was not in John, and the word pray only occurs four times in reference to Jesus praying in John 14, 16, and 17. They
overlooked the fact that John contains several important verses where the word ask rather than the word pray is used (John 14:13—-14; 15:7, 16; et al.).

L1n the Reformed category I have cross-referenced eleven systematic theologies (those listed in this chapter plus Bavinck in some chapters). Two other very well-
written Reformed works are Foundations of the Christian Faith by James M ontgomery Boice (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1986) and Concise Theology by
J. 1. Packer (Wheaton, Ill.: Tyndale House, 1993), but I have not cross-referenced them at the end of every chapter, because they are written for more popular
audiences than the other Reformed works listed and because I thought that eleven Reformed theologies were already enough to give a sufficient sampling of Reformed
thought.

LThis hymn book is completely revised from a similar hymnal of the same title published by the Orthodox Presbyterian Church in 1961.
LBCopyright restrictions still apply to the hymns in chapters 21, 37, and 51, and these may not be reproduced without permission from the owner of the copyright.

L appendix 3 T have listed the first lines of contemporary worship songs that correspond to twenty-six of the fifty-seven chapters in this book.



Part 1

The Doctrine of the Word of God




Chapter 2

The Word 3of God

What are the different forms of the Word of God?

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

What is meant by the phrase “the Word of God”? Actually, there are several different
meanings taken by this phrase in the Bible. It is helpful to distinguish these different
senses clearly at the beginning of this study.

A. “The Word of God” as a Person: Jesus Christ

Sometimes the Bible refers to the Son of God as “the Word of God.” In Revelation
19:13, John sees the risen Lord Jesus in heaven and says, “The name by which he is
called is The Word of God.” Similarly, in the beginning of John’s gospel we read, “In
the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God”
(John 1:1). It is clear that John 1s speaking of the Son of God here, because in verse 14
he says, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we
have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father.” These verses (and
perhaps 1 John 1:1) are the only instances where the Bible refers to God the Son as “the
Word” or “the Word of God,” so this usage is not common. But it does indicate that
among the members of the Trinity it is especially God the Son who in his person as well
as in his words has the role of communicating the character of God to us and of
expressing the will of God for us.

B. “The Word of God” as Speech by God

1. God’s Decrees. Sometimes God’s words take the form of powerful decrees that cause events to
happen or even cause things to come into being. “And God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was
light” (Gen. 1:3). God even created the animal world by speaking his powerful word: “And God
said, ‘Let the earth bring forth living creatures according to their kinds: cattle and creeping things and
beasts of the earth according to their kinds.” And it was so” (Gen. 1:24). Thus, the psalmist can say,
“By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, and all their host by the breath of his mouth” (Ps.

33:6).

These powerful, creative words from God are often called God’s decrees. A decree of
God is a word of God that causes something to happen. These decrees of God include
not only the events of the original creation but also the continuing existence of all things,
for Hebrews 1:3 tells us that Christ 1s continually “upholding the universe by his word
of power.”



2. God’s Words of Personal Address. God sometimes communicates with people on earth by
speaking directly to them. These can be called instances of God’s Word of personal address.
Examples are found throughout Scripture. At the very beginning of creation God speaks to Adam:
“And the LorD God commanded the man, saying, ‘You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but
of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you
shall die’ ” (Gen. 2:16—17). After the sin of Adam and Eve, God still comes and speaks directly and
personally to them in the words of the curse (Gen. 3:16—19). Another prominent example of God’s
direct personal address to people on earth is found in the giving of the Ten Commandments: “And
God spoke all these words, saying, ‘I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of
Egypt, out of the house of bondage. You shall have no other gods before me . ..” ” (Ex. 20:1-3). In the
New Testament, at Jesus’ baptism, God the Father spoke with a voice from heaven, saying, “This is
my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (Matt. 3:17).

In these and several other instances where God spoke words of personal address to
individual people it was clear to the hearers that these were the actual words of God:
they were hearing God’s very voice, and they were therefore hearing words that had
absolute divine authority and that were absolutely trustworthy. To disbelieve or disobey
any of these words would have been to disbelieve or disobey God and therefore would
have been sin.

Though the words of God’s personal address are always seen in Scripture to be the
actual words of God, they are also “human” words in that they are spoken in ordinary
human language that is immediately understandable. The fact that these words are spoken
in human language does not limit their divine character or authority in any way: they are
still entirely the words of God, spoken by the voice of God himself.

Some theologians have argued that since human language is always in some sense
“imperfect,” any message that God addresses to us in human language must also be
limited in its authority or truthfulness. But these passages and many others that record
instances of God’s words of personal address to individuals give no indication of any
limitation of the authority or truthfulness of God’s words when they are spoken in human
language. Quite the contrary is true, for the words always place an absolute obligation
upon the hearers to believe them and to obey them fully. To disbelieve or disobey any
part of them is to disbelieve or disobey God himself.

3. God’s Words as Speech Through Human Lips. Frequently in Scripture God raises up prophets
through whom he speaks. Once again, it is evident that although these are human words, spoken in
ordinary human language by ordinary human beings, the authority and truthfulness of these words is in
no way diminished: they are still completely God’s words as well.

In Deuteronomy 18, God says to Moses:

I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brethren; and 7 will put my
words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him. And whoever will
not give heed to my words which he shall speak in my name, I myself will require it of him.
But the prophet who presumes to speak a word in my name which I have not commanded



him to speak, or who speaks in the name of other gods, that same prophet shall die. (Deut.
18:18-20)

God made a similar statement to Jeremiah: “Then the LorD put forth his hand and
touched my mouth; and the LORD said to me, ‘Behold, I have put my words in your
mouth’ ” (Jer. 1:9). God tells Jeremiah, “Whatever I command you you shall speak”
(Jer. 1:7; see also Ex. 4:12; Num. 22:38; 1 Sam. 15:3, 18, 23; 1 Kings 20:36; 2 Chron.
20:20; 25:15-16; Isa. 30:12—14; Jer. 6:10-12; 36:29-31; et al.). Anyone who claimed
to be speaking for the Lord but who had not received a message from him was severely
punished (Ezek. 13:1-7; Deut. 18:20-22).

Thus God’s words spoken through human lips were considered to be just as
authoritative and just as true as God’s words of personal address. There was no
diminishing of the authority of these words when they were spoken through human lips.
To disbelieve or disobey any of them was to disbelieve or disobey God himself.

4. God’s Words in Written Form (the Bible). In addition to God’s words of decree, God’s words of
personal address, and God’s words spoken through the lips of human beings, we also find in
Scripture several instances where God’s words were put in written form. The first of these 1s found
in the narrative of the giving of the two tablets of stone on which were written the Ten
Commandments: “And he gave to Moses, when he had made an end of speaking with him upon Mount
Sinai, the two tables of the testimony, tables of stone, written with the finger of God” (Ex. 31:18).
“And the tables were the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, graven upon the
tables” (Ex. 32:16; 34:1, 28).

Further writing was done by Moses:

And Moses wrote this law, and gave it to the priests the sons of Levi, who carried the ark
of the covenant of the LORD, and to all the elders of Israel. And Moses commanded them,
“At the end of every seven years . . . you shall read this law before all Israel in their
hearing . . . that they may hear and learn to fear the LORD your God, and be careful to do all
the words of this law, and that their children, who have not known it, may hear and learn to
fear the LORD your God. . ..” (Deut. 31:9-13)

This book which Moses wrote was then deposited by the side of the ark of the covenant: “When
Moses had finished writing the words of this law in a book, to the very end, Moses commanded the
Levites who carried the ark of the covenant of the LORD, ‘Take this book of the law, and put it by the
side of the ark of the covenant of the Lord your God, that it may be there for a witness against you” ”
(Deut. 31:24-26).

Further additions were made to this book of God’s words. “And Joshua wrote these
words in the book of the law of God” (Josh. 24:26). God commanded Isaiah, “And now,
go, write it before them on a tablet, and inscribe it in a book, that it may be for the time
to come as a witness for ever” (Isa. 30:8). Once again, God said to Jeremiah, “Write in
a book all the words that I have spoken to you” (Jer. 30:2; cf. Jer. 36:2—4, 27-31;
51:60). In the New Testament, Jesus promises his disciples that the Holy Spirit would



bring to their remembrance the words which he, Jesus, had spoken (John 14:26; cf.
16:12—13). Paul can say that the very words he writes to the Corinthians are “a
command of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37; cf. 2 Peter 3:2).

Once again it must be noted that these words are still considered to be God’s own
words, even though they are written down mostly by human beings and always in human
language. Still, they are absolutely authoritative and absolutely true: to disobey them or
disbelieve them is a serious sin and brings judgment from God (1 Cor. 14:37; Jer.
36:29-31).

Several benefits come from the writing down of God’s words. First, there is a much
more accurate preservation of God’s words for subsequent generations. To depend on
memory and the repeating of oral tradition is a less reliable method of preserving these
words throughout history than is their recording in writing (cf. Deut. 31:12—13). Second,
the opportunity for repeated inspection of words that are written down permits careful
study and discussion, which leads to better understanding and more complete obedience.
Third, God’s words in writing are accessible to many more people than they are when
preserved merely through memory and oral repetition. They can be inspected at any time
by any person and are not limited in accessibility to those who have memorized them or
those who are able to be present when they are recited orally. Thus, the reliability,
permanence, and accessibility of the form in which God’s words are preserved are all
greatly enhanced when they are written down. Yet there is no indication that their
authority or truthfulness is diminished.

C. The Focus of Our S tudy

Of all the forms of the Word of God,l the focus of our study in systematic theology is
God’s Word in written form, that is, the Bible. This is the form of God’s Word that is
available for study, for public inspection, for repeated examination, and as a basis for
mutual discussion. It tells us about and points us to the Word of God as a person, namely
Jesus Christ, whom we do not now have present in bodily form on earth. Thus, we are
no longer able to observe and imitate his life and teachings firsthand.

The other forms of the Word of God are not suitable as the primary basis for the study of
theology. We do not hear God’s words of decree and thus cannot study them directly but
only through observation of their effects. God’s words of personal address are
uncommon, even in Scripture. Furthermore, even if we did hear some words of personal
address from God to ourselves today, we would not have certainty that our
understanding of it, our memory of it, and our subsequent report of it was wholly
accurate. Nor would we be readily able to convey to others the certainty that the
communication was from God, even if it was. God’s words as spoken through human

. . 2
lips ceased to be given when the New Testament canon was completed. Thus, these
other forms of God’s words are inadequate as a primary basis for study in theology.

It 1s most profitable for us to study God’s words as written in the Bible. It is God’s



written Word that he commands us to study. The man is “blessed” who “meditates” on
God’s law “day and night” (Ps. 1:1-2). God’s words to Joshua are also applicable to
us: “This book of the law shall not depart out of your mouth, but you shall meditate on it
day and night, that you may be careful to do all that is written in it; for then you shall
make your way prosperous, and then you shall have good success” (Josh. 1:8). It is the
Word of God in the form of written Scripture that is “God-breathed” and “useful for
teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16 NIV).

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

1. Do you think you would pay more attention if God spoke to you from heaven or through the voice
of a living prophet than if he spoke to you from the written words of Scripture? Would you
believe or obey such words more readily than you do Scripture? Do you think your present level
of response to the written words of Scripture is an appropriate one? What positive steps can you
take to make your attitude toward Scripture more like the kind of attitude God wants you to
have?

2. When you think about the many ways in which God speaks and the frequency with which God
communicates with his creatures through these means, what conclusions might you draw
concerning the nature of God and the things that bring delight to him?

SPECIAL TERMS

decree personal address
Word of God
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SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE

Ps. 1:1-2: Blessed is the man

who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,
nor stands in the way of sinners,
nor sits in the seat of scoffers;
but his delight is in the law of the LORD,
and on his law he meditates day and night.
HYMN

“Break Thou the Bread of Life”



This hymn is a prayer asking the Lord to give us not physical bread but spiritual
nourishment from the “bread of life,” a metaphor referring both to the written Word of
God (“the sacred page,” v. 1) and to Christ himself, the “Living Word” (see vv. 1, 3).

Break thou the bread of life, dear Lord, to me,
As thou didst break the loaves beside the sea;
Throughout the sacred page I seek thee, Lord,
My spirit pants for thee, O Living Word.
Bless thou the truth, dear Lord, to me, to me,
As thou didst bless the bread by Galilee;
Then shall all bondage cease, all fetters fall;
And I shall find my peace, my all in all.

Thou art the bread of life, O Lord, to me,

Thy holy Word the truth that saveth me;

Give me to eat and live with thee above;
Teach me to love thy truth, for thou art love.

O send thy Spirit, Lord, now unto me,

That he may touch mine eyes, and make me see:
Show me the truth concealed within thy Word,

And in thy Book revealed I see the Lord.

AUTHOR: MARY A. LATHBURY, 1877

NOTES

1In addition to the forms of God’s Word mentioned above, God communicates to people through
different types of “general revelation”—that is, revelation that is given not just to certain people but
to all people generally. General revelation includes both the revelation of God that comes through
nature (see Ps. 19:1-6; Acts 14:17) and the revelation of God that comes through the inner sense of
right and wrong in every person’s heart (Rom. 2:15). These kinds of revelation are nonverbal in form,
and I have not included them in the list of various forms of the Word of God discussed in this chapter.
(See chapter 7, for further discussion of general revelation.)



2See chapter 3, on the canon of Scripture, and, for a discussion of the nature of contemporary
Christian prophecy, see chapter 53.



Chapter 3

The Canon of Scripture

What belongs in the Bible and what does not belong?

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

The previous chapter concluded that it is especially the written words of God in the
Bible to which we are to give our attention. Before we can do this, however, we must
know which writings belong in the Bible and which do not. This is the question of the
canon of Scripture, which may be defined as follows: The canon of Scripture is the list
of all the books that belong in the Bible.

We must not underestimate the importance of this question. The words of Scripture are
the words by which we nourish our spiritual lives. Thus we can reaffirm the comment of
Moses to the people of Israel in reference to the words of God’s law: “For it is no trifle
for you, but it is your life, and thereby you shall live long in the land which you are
going over the Jordan to possess” (Deut. 32:47).

To add to or subtract from God’s words would be to prevent God’s people from
obeying him fully, for commands that were subtracted would not be known to the people,
and words that were added might require extra things of the people which God had not
commanded. Thus Moses warned the people of Israel, “You shall not add to the word
which I command you, nor take from it; that you may keep the commandments of the
LorD your God which I command you” (Deut. 4:2).

The precise determination of the extent of the canon of Scripture is therefore of the
utmost importance. If we are to trust and obey God absolutely we must have a collection
of words that we are certain are God’s own words to us. If there are any sections of
Scripture about which we have doubts whether they are God’s words or not, we will not
consider them to have absolute divine authority and we will not trust them as much as
we would trust God himself.

A. The Old Testament Canon

Where did the idea of a canon begin—the idea that the people of Israel should preserve
a collection of written words from God? Scripture itself bears witness to the historical
development of the canon. The earliest collection of written words of God was the Ten
Commandments. The Ten Commandments thus form the beginning of the biblical canon.
God himself wrote on two tablets of stone the words which he commanded his people:

“And he gave to Moses, when he had made an end of speaking with him upon Mount



Sinai, the two tables of the testimony, tables of stone, written with the finger of God”
(Ex. 31:18). Again we read, “And the tables were the work of God, and the writing was
the writing of God, graven upon the tables” (Ex. 32:16; cf. Deut. 4:13; 10:4). The
tablets were deposited in the ark of the covenant (Deut. 10:5) and constituted the terms

1
of the covenant between God and his people.”

This collection of absolutely authoritative words from God grew in size throughout the
time of Israel’s history. Moses himself wrote additional words to be deposited beside
the ark of the covenant (Deut. 31:24-26). The immediate reference is apparently to the
book of Deuteronomy, but other references to writing by Moses indicate that the first
four books of the Old Testament were written by him as well (see Ex. 17:14; 24:4;
34:27; Num. 33:2; Deut. 31:22). After the death of Moses, Joshua also added to the
collection of written words of God: “Joshua wrote these words in the book of the law of
God” (Josh. 24:26). This is especially surprising in light of the command not to add to
or take away from the words which God gave the people through Moses: “You shall not
add to the word which I command you, nor take fromit...” (Deut. 4:2; cf. 12:32). In
order to have disobeyed such a specific command, Joshua must have been convinced
that he was not taking it upon himself to add to the written words of God, but that God
himself had authorized such additional writing.

Later, others in Israel, usually those who fulfilled the office of prophet, wrote additional
words from God:

Samuel told the people the rights and duties of the kingship; and he wrote them in a book and
laid i1t up before the LorD. (1 Sam. 10:25)

The acts of King David, from first to last, are written in the Chronicles of Samuel the seer,
and in the Chronicles of Nathan the prophet, and in the Chronicles of Gad the seer. (1 Chron.
29:29)

Now the rest of the acts of Jehoshaphat, from first to last, are written in the chronicles of Jehu
the son of Hanani, which are recorded in the Book of the Kings of Israel. (2 Chron. 20:34; cf.
1 Kings 16:7 where Jehu the son of Hanani is called a prophet)

Now the rest of the acts of Uzziah, from first to last, Isaiah the prophet the son of Amoz
wrote. (2 Chron. 26:22)

Now the rest of the acts of Hezekiah, and his good deeds, behold, they are written in the
vision of Isaiah the prophet the son of Amoz, in the Book of the Kings of Judah and Israel. (2

Chron. 32:32)

Thus says the LorD, the God of Israel: Write in a book all the words that I have spoken to
2
you. (Jer.30:2)

The content of the Old Testament canon continued to grow until the time of the end of the



writing process. If we date Haggai to 520 B.C., Zechariah to 520-518 B.C. (with
perhaps more material added after 480 B.C.), and Malachi around 435 B.C., we have an
idea of the approximate dates of the last Old Testament prophets. Roughly coinciding
with this period are the last books of Old Testament history—Ezra, Nehemiah, and
Esther. Ezra went to Jerusalem in 458 B.C., and Nehemiah was in Jerusalem from 445—

433 B.C.3 Esther was written sometime after the death of Xerxes I (= Ahasuerus) in 465
B.C., and a date during the reign of Artaxerxes I (464423 B.C.) is probable. Thus, after
approximately 435 B.C. there were no further additions to the Old Testament canon. The
subsequent history of the Jewish people was recorded in other writings, such as the
books of the Maccabees, but these writings were not thought worthy to be included with
the collections of God’s words from earlier years.

When we turn to Jewish literature outside the Old Testament, we see that the belief that
divinely authoritative words from God had ceased is clearly attested in several different
strands of extrabiblical Jewish literature. In 1 Maccabees (about 100 B.C.) the author
writes of the defiled altar, “So they tore down the altar and stored the stones in a
convenient place on the temple hill until there should come a prophet to tell what to do
with them” (1 Macc. 4:45-46). They apparently knew of no one who could speak with
the authority of God as the Old Testament prophets had done. The memory of an
authoritative prophet among the people was one that belonged to the distant past, for the
author could speak of a great distress “such as had not been since the time that prophets

ceased to appear among them”
(1 Macc. 9:27; cf. 14:41).

Josephus (born c. A.D. 37/38) explained, “From Artaxerxes to our own times a
complete history has been written, but has not been deemed worthy of equal credit with
the earlier records, because of the failure of the exact succession of the prophets”
(Against Apion 1.41). This statement by the greatest Jewish historian of the first century
A.D. shows that he knew of the writings now considered part of the “Apocrypha,” but
that he (and many of his contemporaries) considered these other writings “not . . .
worthy of equal credit” with what we now know as the Old Testament Scriptures. There

had been, in Josephus’s viewpoint, no more “words of God” added to Scripture after
about 435 B.C.

Rabbinic literature reflects a similar conviction in its repeated statement that the Holy
Spirit (in the Spirit’s function of inspiring prophecy) departed from Israel. “After the
latter prophets Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi had died, the Holy Spirit departed from
Israel, but they still availed themselves of the bath qo!” (Babylonian Talmud, Yomah
Ob, repeated in Sota 48b, Sanhedrin 11a, and Midrash Rabbah on Song of Songs,

8.9.3).

The Qumran community (the Jewish sect that left behind the Dead Sea Scrolls) also
awaited a prophet whose words would have authority to supersede any existing
regulations (see 1 QS 9.11), and other similar statements are found elsewhere in ancient
Jewish literature (see 2 Baruch 85.3 and Prayer of Azariah 15). Thus, writings



subsequent to about 435 B.C. were not accepted by the Jewish people generally as
having equal authority with the rest of Scripture.

In the New Testament, we have no record of any dispute between Jesus and the Jews
over the extent of the canon. Apparently there was full agreement between Jesus and his
disciples, on the one hand, and the Jewish leaders or Jewish people, on the other hand,
that additions to the Old Testament canon had ceased after the time of Ezra, Nehemiah,
Esther, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. This fact is confirmed by the quotations of
Jesus and the New Testament authors from the Old Testament. According to one count,
Jesus and the New Testament authors quote various parts of the Old Testament

Scriptures as divinely authoritative over 295 times, but not once do they cite any
statement from the books of the Apocrypha or any other writings as having divine

authority.é The absence of any such reference to other literature as divinely authoritative,
and the extremely frequent reference to hundreds of places in the Old Testament as
divinely authoritative, gives strong confirmation to the fact that the New Testament
authors agreed that the established Old Testament canon, no more and no less, was to be
taken as God’s very words.

What then shall be said about the Apocrypha, the collection of books included in the

canon by the Roman Catholic Church but excluded from the canon by Protestantism?z
These books were never accepted by the Jews as Scripture, but throughout the early
history of the church there was a divided opinion on whether they should be part of
Scripture or not. In fact, the earliest Christian evidence i1s decidedly against viewing the
Apocrypha as Scripture, but the use of the Apocrypha gradually increased in some parts

of the church until the time of the Reforrnation.g The fact that these books were included
by Jerome in his Latin Vulgate translation of the Bible (completed in A.D. 404) gave
support to their inclusion, even though Jerome himself said they were not “books of the
canon” but merely “books of the church” that were helpful and useful for believers. The
wide use of the Latin Vulgate in subsequent centuries guaranteed their continued
accessibility, but the fact that they had no Hebrew original behind them, and their
exclusion from the Jewish canon, as well as the lack of their citation in the New
Testament, led many to view them with suspicion or to reject their authority. For
instance, the earliest Christian list of Old Testament books that exists today is by Melito,

9
bishop of Sardis, writing about A.D. 170:™

When I came to the east and reached the place where these things were preached and done,
and learnt accurately the books of the Old Testament, I set down the facts and sent them to
you. These are their names: five books of Moses, Genesis, Exodus, Numbers, Leviticus,

10
Deuteronomy, Joshua the son of Nun, Judges, Ruth, four books of Kingdoms, two books of

11
Chronicles, the Psalms of David, the Proverbs of Solomon and his Wisdom,  Ecclesiastes,
the Song of Songs, Job, the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, the Twelve in a single book, Daniel,

12
Ezekiel, Ezra.”



It is noteworthy here that Melito names none of the books of the Apocrypha, but he includes all of our

13
present Old Testament books except Esther. Eusebius also quotes Origen as affirming most of the
books of our present Old Testament canon (including Esther), but no book of the Apocrypha is
affirmed as canonical, and the books of Maccabees are explicitly said to be “outside of these

[canonical books].”l_4 Similarly, in A.D. 367, when the great church leader Athanasius, bishop of
Alexandria, wrote his Paschal Letter, he listed all the books of our present New Testament canon and
all the books of our present Old Testament canon except Esther. He also mentioned some books of the
Apocrypha such as the Wisdom of Solomon, the Wisdom of Sirach, Judith, and Tobit, and said these
are “not indeed included in the Canon, but appointed by the Fathers to be read by those who newly

join us, and who wish for instruction in the word of godliness.””  However, other early church

16
leaders did quote several of these books as Scripture.

There are doctrinal and historical inconsistencies with a number of these books. E. J.
Y oung notes:

There are no marks in these books which would attest a divine origin. . . . both Judith and
Tobit contain historical, chronological and geographical errors. The books justify
falsehood and deception and make salvation to depend upon works of merit. . . .
Ecclesiasticus and the Wisdom of Solomon inculcate a morality based upon expediency.
Wisdom teaches the creation of the world out of pre-existent matter (11:17). Ecclesiasticus
teaches that the giving of alms makes atonement for sin (3:30). In Baruch it 1s said that God

hears the prayers of the dead (3:4), and in I Maccabees there are historical and
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geographical errors.

It was not until 1546, at the Council of Trent, that the Roman Catholic Church officially
declared the Apocrypha to be part of the canon (with the exception of 1 and 2 Esdras
and the Prayer of Manasseh). It is significant that the Council of Trent was the response
of the Roman Catholic Church to the teachings of Martin Luther and the rapidly
spreading Protestant Reformation, and the books of the Apocrypha contain support for
the Catholic teaching of prayers for the dead and justification by faith plus works, not by
faith alone. In affirming the Apocrypha as within the canon, Roman Catholics would
hold that the church has the authority to constitute a literary work as “Scripture,” while
Protestants have held that the church cannot make something to be Scripture, but can only

recognize what God has already caused to be written as his own Words.ﬁ (One analogy
here would be to say that a police investigator can recognize counterfeit money as
counterfeit and can recognize genuine money as genuine, but he cannot make counterfeit
money to be genuine, nor can any declaration by any number of police make counterfeit
money to be something it is not. Only the official treasury of a nation can make money
that 1s real money; similarly, only God can make words to be his very words and worthy
of inclusion in Scripture.)

Thus the writings of the Apocrypha should not be regarded as part of Scripture: (1) they
do not claim for themselves the same kind of authority as the Old Testament writings; (2)



they were not regarded as God’s words by the Jewish people from whom they
originated; (3) they were not considered to be Scripture by Jesus or the New Testament
authors; and (4) they contain teachings inconsistent with the rest of the Bible. We must
conclude that they are merely human words, not God-breathed words like the words of
Scripture. They do have value for historical and linguistic research, and they contain a
number of helpful stories about the courage and faith of many Jews during the period
after the Old Testament ends, but they have never been part of the Old Testament canon,
and they should not be thought of as part of the Bible. Therefore, they have no binding
authority for the thought or life of Christians today.

In conclusion, with regard to the canon of the Old Testament, Christians today should
have no worry that anything needed has been left out or that anything that is not God’s
words has been included.

B. The New Testament Canon

The development of the New Testament canon begins with the writings of the apostles. It
should be remembered that the writing of Scripture primarily occurs in connection with
God’s great acts in redemptive history. The Old Testament records and interprets for us
the calling of Abraham and the lives of his descendants, the exodus from Egypt and the
wilderness wanderings, the establishment of God’s people in the land of Canaan, the
establishment of the monarchy, and the Exile and return from captivity. Each of these
great acts of God in history is interpreted for us in God’s own words in Scripture. The
Old Testament closes with the expectation of the Messiah to come (Mal. 3:1-4; 4:1-6).
The next stage in redemptive history is the coming of the Messiah, and it is not
surprising that no further Scripture would be written until this next and greatest event in
the history of redemption occurred.
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This is why the New Testament consists of the writings of the apostles. It is primarily
the apostles who are given the ability from the Holy Spirit to recall accurately the words
and deeds of Jesus and to interpret them rightly for subsequent generations.

Jesus promised this empowering to his disciples (who were called apostles after the
resurrection) in John 14:26: “But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will
send in my name, he will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that |
have said to you.” Similarly, Jesus promised further revelation of truth from the Holy
Spirit when he told his disciples, “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into
all the truth; for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will
speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, for he
will take what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:13—14). In these verses the
disciples are promised amazing gifts to enable them to write Scripture: the Holy Spirit
would teach them “all things,” would cause them to remember ““all” that Jesus had said,
and would guide them into ““all the truth.”

Furthermore, those who have the office of apostle in the early church are seen to claim



an authority equal to that of the Old Testament prophets, an authority to speak and write
words that are God’s very words. Peter encourages his readers to remember “the
commandment of the Lord and Savior through your apostles” (2 Peter 3:2). To lie to the
apostles (Acts 5:2) is equivalent to lying to the Holy Spirit (Acts 5:3) and lying to God
(Acts 5:4).

This claim to be able to speak words that were the words of God himself is especially
frequent in the writings of the apostle Paul. He claims not only that the Holy Spirit has
revealed to him “what no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man conceived”
(1 Cor. 2:9), but also that when he declares this revelation, he speaks it “in words not
taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting Spiritual things in Spiritual
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words” (1 Cor. 2:13, author’s translation).

Similarly, Paul tells the Corinthians, “If any one thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual,
he should acknowledge that what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord” (1 Cor.
14:37). The word translated “what” in this verse is a plural relative pronoun in Greek
(ha) and more literally could be translated “the things that [ am writing to you.” Thus,
Paul claims that his directives to the church at Corinth are not merely his own but a
command of the Lord. Later, in defending his apostolic office, Paul says that he will give
the Corinthians “proof that Christ is speaking in me” (2 Cor. 13:3). Other similar verses
could be mentioned (for example, Rom. 2:16; Gal. 1:8-9; 1 Thess. 2:13; 4:8, 15; 5:27; 2
Thess. 3:6, 14).

The apostles, then, have authority to write words that are God’s own words, equal in
truth status and authority to the words of the Old Testament Scriptures. They do this to
record, interpret, and apply to the lives of believers the great truths about the life, death,
and resurrection of Christ.

It would not be surprising therefore to find some of the New Testament writings being
placed with the Old Testament Scriptures as part of the canon of Scripture. In fact, this
is what we find in at least two instances. In 2 Peter 3:16, Peter shows not only an
awareness of the existence of written epistles from Paul, but also a clear willingness to
classify “all of his [Paul’s] epistles” with “the other scriptures”: Peter says, “So also
our beloved brother Paul wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, speaking of
this as he does in all his letters. There are some things in them hard to understand, which
the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other scriptures”
(2 Peter 3:15-16). The word translated “scriptures” here is graphé, a word that occurs
fifty-one times in the New Testament and that refers to the Old Testament Scriptures in
every one of those occurrences. Thus, the word Scripture was a technical term for the
New Testament authors, and it was used only of those writings that were thought to be
God’s words and therefore part of the canon of Scripture. But in this verse, Peter
classifies Paul’s writings with the “other Scriptures” (meaning the Old Testament
Scriptures). Paul’s writings are therefore considered by Peter also to be worthy of the
title “Scripture” and thus worthy of inclusion in the canon.



A second instance is found in 1 Timothy 5:17-18. Paul says, “Let the elders who rule
well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in preaching
and teaching; for the scripture says, ‘You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out
the grain,” and, ‘The laborer deserves his wages.” ” The first quotation from “Scripture”
is found in Deuteronomy 25:4, but the second quotation, “The laborer deserves his
wages,” 1s found nowhere in the Old Testament. It does occur, however, in Luke 10:7
(with exactly the same words in the Greek text). So here we have Paul apparently
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quoting a portion of Luke’s gospel and calling it “Scripture,” that is, something that is

2
to be considered part of the canon.” In both of these passages (2 Peter 3:16 and 1 Tim.
5.17-18) we see evidence that very early in the history of the church the writings of the
New Testament began to be accepted as part of the canon.

Because the apostles, by virtue of their apostolic office, had authority to write words of
Scripture, the authentic written teachings of the apostles were accepted by the early
church as part of the canon of Scripture. If we accept the arguments for the traditional

views of authorship of the New Testament writings, then we have most of the New
Testament in the canon because of direct authorship by the apostles. This would include
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Matthew; John; Romans to Philemon (all of the Pauline epistles); James; 1 and 2 Peter;
1, 2, and 3 John; and Revelation.

This leaves five books, Mark, Luke, Acts, Hebrews, and Jude, which were not written
by apostles. The details of the historical process by which these books came to be
counted as part of Scripture by the early church are scarce, but Mark, Luke, and Acts
were commonly acknowledged very early, probably because of the close association of
Mark with the apostle Peter, and of Luke (the author of Luke-Acts) with the apostle Paul.

Similarly, Jude apparently was accepted by virtue of the author’s connection with James
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(see Jude 1) and the fact that he was the brother of Jesus.

The acceptance of Hebrews as canonical was urged by many in the church on the basis
of an assumed Pauline authorship. But from very early times there were others who
rejected Pauline authorship in favor of one or another of several different suggestions.
Origen, who died about A.D. 254, mentions various theories of authorship and

concludes, “But who actually wrote the epistle, only God knows.”2_6 Thus, the
acceptance of Hebrews as canonical was not entirely due to a belief in Pauline
authorship. Rather, the intrinsic qualities of the book itself must have finally convinced
early readers, as they continue to convince believers today, that whoever its human
author may have been, its ultimate author can only have been God himself. The majestic
glory of Christ shines forth from the pages of the epistle to the Hebrews so brightly that
no believer who reads it seriously should ever want to question its place in the canon.

This brings us to the heart of the question of canonicity. For a book to belong in the
canon, it is absolutely necessary that the book have divine authorship. If the words of the
book are God’s words (through human authors), and if the early church, under the



direction of the apostles, preserved the book as part of Scripture, then the book belongs
in the canon. But if the words of the book are not God’s words, it does not belong in the
canon. The question of authorship by an apostle is important because it was primarily
the apostles to whom Christ gave the ability to write words with absolute divine
authority. If a writing can be shown to be by an apostle, then its absolute divine authority
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is automatically established.  Thus, the early church automatically accepted as part of
the canon the written teachings of the apostles which the apostles wanted preserved as
Scripture.

But the existence of some New Testament writings that were not authored directly by
apostles shows that there were others in the early church to whom Christ also gave the
ability, through the work of the Holy Spirit, to write words that were God’s own words
and also therefore intended to be part of the canon. In these cases, the early church had
the task of recognizing which writings had the characteristic of being God’s own words
(through human authors).

For some books (at least Mark, Luke, and Acts, and perhaps Hebrews and Jude as well),
the church had, at least in some areas, the personal testimony of some living apostles to
affirm the absolute divine authority of these books. For example, Paul would have
affirmed the authenticity of Luke and Acts, and Peter would have affirmed the
authenticity of Mark as containing the gospel which he himself preached. In other cases,
and in some geographical areas, the church simply had to decide whether it heard the
voice of God himself speaking in the words of these writings. In these cases, the words
of these books would have been self-attesting, that is, the words would have borne
witness to their own divine authorship as Christians read them. This seems to have been
the case with Hebrews.

It should not surprise us that the early church should have been able to recognize
Hebrews and other writings, not written by apostles, as God’s very words. Had not
Jesus said “My sheep hear my voice” (John 10:27)? It should not be thought impossible
or unlikely, therefore, that the early church would be able to use a combination of
factors, including apostolic endorsement, consistency with the rest of Scripture, and the
perception of a writing as “God-breathed” on the part of an overwhelming majority of
believers, to decide that a writing was in fact God’s words (through a human author) and
therefore worthy of inclusion in the canon. Nor should it be thought unlikely that the
church would be able to use this process over a period of time—as writings were
circulated to various parts of the early church—and finally to come to a completely
correct decision, without excluding any writings that were in fact “God-breathed” and

without including any that were not.

In A.D. 367 the Thirty-ninth Paschal Letter of Athanasius contained an exact list of the
twenty-seven New Testament books we have today. This was the list of books accepted
by the churches in the eastern part of the Mediterranean world. Thirty years later, in
A.D. 397, the Council of Carthage, representing the churches in the western part of the
Mediterranean world, agreed with the eastern churches on the same list. These are the



earliest final lists of our present-day canon.

Should we expect any more writings to be added to the canon? The opening sentence in
Hebrews puts this question in the proper historical perspective, the perspective of the
history of redemption: “In many and various ways God spoke of old to our fathers by the
prophets; but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed the heir
of all things, through whom also he created the world” (Heb. 1:1-2).

The contrast between the former speaking “of old” by the prophets and the recent
speaking “in these last days™ suggests that God’s speech to us by his Son is the
culmination of his speaking to mankind and is his greatest and final revelation to
mankind in this period of redemptive history. The exceptional greatness of the revelation
that comes through the Son, far exceeding any revelation in the old covenant, is
emphasized again and again throughout chapters 1 and 2 of Hebrews. These facts all
indicate that there is a finality to the revelation of God in Christ and that once this
revelation has been completed, no more is to be expected.

But where do we learn about this revelation through Christ? The New Testament
writings contain the final, authoritative, and sufficient interpretation of Christ’s work of
redemption. The apostles and their close companions report Christ’s words and deeds
and interpret them with absolute divine authority. When they have finished their writing,
there 1s no more to be added with the same absolute divine authority. Thus, once the
writings of the New Testament apostles and their authorized companions are completed,
we have in written form the final record of everything that God wants us to know about
the life, death, and resurrection of Christ, and its meaning for the lives of believers for
all time. Since this 1s God’s greatest revelation for mankind, no more is to be expected
once this 1s complete. In this way, then, Hebrews 1:1-2 shows us why no more writings
can be added to the Bible after the time of the New Testament. The canon is now closed.

A similar kind of consideration may be drawn from Revelation 22:18-19:

I warn every one who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if any one adds to
them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book, and if any one takes away
from the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away his share in the tree of life
and in the holy city, which are described in this book.

The primary reference of these verses is clearly to the book of Revelation itself, for
John refers to his writing as “the words of the prophecy of this book” in verses 7 and 10
of this chapter (and the entire book is called a prophecy in Rev. 1:3). Furthermore, the
reference to “the tree of life and . . . the holy city, which are described in this book”
indicates that the book of Revelation itself is intended.

It is, however, not accidental that this statement comes at the end of the last chapter of
Revelation, and that Revelation is the last book in the New Testament. In fact,
Revelation has to be placed last in the canon. For many books, their placement in the
assembling of the canon is of little consequence. But just as Genesis must be placed first



(for it tells us of creation), so Revelation must be placed last (for its focus is to tell us of
the future and God’s new creation). The events described in Revelation are historically
subsequent to the events described in the rest of the New Testament and require that
Revelation be placed where it is. Thus, it is not inappropriate for us to understand this
exceptionally strong warning at the end of Revelation as applying in a secondary way to
the whole of Scripture. Placed here, where it must be placed, the warning forms an
appropriate conclusion to the entire canon of Scripture. Along with Hebrews 1:1-2 and
the history-of-redemption perspective implicit in those verses, this broader application
of Revelation 22:18-19 also suggests to us that we should expect no more Scripture to
be added beyond what we already have.

How do we know, then, that we have the right books in the canon of Scripture we now
possess? The question can be answered in two different ways. First, if we are asking
upon what we should base our confidence, the answer must ultimately be that our
confidence is based on the faithfulness of God. We know that God loves his people, and
it is supremely important that God’s people have his own words, for they are our life
(Deut. 32:47; Matt. 4:4). They are more precious, more important to us than anything
else in this world. We also know that God our Father is in control of all history, and he
is not the kind of Father who will trick us or fail to be faithful to us or keep from us
something we absolutely need.

The severity of the punishments in Revelation 22:18-19 that come to those who add to
or take from God’s words also confirms the importance for God’s people of having a
correct canon. There could be no greater punishments than these, for they are the
punishments of eternal judgment. This shows that God himself places supreme value on
our having a correct collection of God-breathed writings, no more and no less. In the
light of this fact, could it be right for us to believe that God our Father, who controls all
history, would allow all of his church for almost two thousand years to be deprived of

something he himself values so highly and is so necessary for our spiritual lives?

The preservation and correct assembling of the canon of Scripture should ultimately be
seen by believers, then, not as part of church history subsequent to God’s great central
acts of redemption for his people, but as an integral part of the history of redemption
itself. Just as God was at work in creation, in the calling of his people Israel, in the life,
death, and resurrection of Christ, and in the early work and writings of the apostles, so
God was at work in the preservation and assembling together of the books of Scripture
for the benefit of his people for the entire church age. Ultimately, then, we base our
confidence in the correctness of our present canon on the faithfulness of God.

The question of how we know that we have the right books can, secondly, be answered
in a somewhat different way. We might wish to focus on the process by which we
become persuaded that the books we have now in the canon are the right ones. In this
process two factors are at work: the activity of the Holy Spirit convincing us as we read
Scripture for ourselves, and the historical data that we have available for our
consideration.



As we read Scripture the Holy Spirit works to convince us that the books we have in
Scripture are all from God and are his words to us. It has been the testimony of
Christians throughout the ages that as they read the books of the Bible, the words of
Scripture speak to their hearts as no other books do. Day after day, year after year,
Christians find that the words of the Bible are indeed the words of God speaking to them
with an authority, a power, and a persuasiveness that no other writings possess. Truly
the Word of God is “living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to
the division of soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and discerning the thoughts and
intentions of the heart” (Heb. 4:12).

Yet the process by which we become persuaded that the present canon is right is also
helped by historical data. Of course, if the assembling of the canon was one part of
God’s central acts in the history of redemption (as was stated above), then Christians
today should not presume to take it upon themselves to attempt to add to or subtract from
the books of the canon: the process was completed long ago. Nevertheless, a thorough
investigation of the historical circumstances surrounding the assembling of the canon is
helpful in confirming our conviction that the decisions made by the early church were
correct decisions. Some of this historical data has been mentioned in the preceding
pages. Other, more detailed data is available for those who wish to pursue more
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specialized investigations.

Yet one further historical fact should be mentioned. Today there exist no strong
candidates for addition to the canon and no strong objections to any book presently in the
canon. Of those writings that some in the early church wanted to include in the canon, it
is safe to say that there are none that present-day evangelicals would want to include.
Some of the very early writers distinguished themselves quite clearly from the apostles
and their writings from the writings of the apostles. Ignatius, for example, about A.D.
110, said, “I do not order you as did Peter and Paul; they were apostles, 1 am a convict;
they were free, I am even until now a slave” (Ignatius, To the Romans, 4.3; compare the
attitude toward the apostles in 1 Clement 42:1, 2; 44:1-2 [A.D. 95]; Ignatius, To the
Magnesians, 7:1; 13:1-2; et al.).

Even those writings that were for a time thought by some to be worthy of inclusion in the
canon contain doctrinal teaching that is contradictory to the rest of Scripture. “The
Shepherd” of Hermas, for example, teaches “the necessity of penance” and “the
possibility of the forgiveness of sins at least once after baptism. . . . The author seems to
identify the Holy Spirit with the Son of God before the Incarnation, and to hold that the
Trinity came into existence only after the humanity of Christ had been taken up into
heaven” (Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, p. 641).

The Gospel of Thomas, which for a time was held by some to belong to the canon, ends
with the following absurd statement (par. 114):

Simon Peter said to them: “Let Mary go away from us, for women are not worthy of life.”
Jesus said: “Lo, I shall lead her, so that I may make her a male, that she too may become a



living spirit, resembling you males. For every woman who makes herself a male will enter
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the kingdom of heaven.”

All other existing documents that had in the early church any possibility of inclusion in
the canon are similar to these in that they either contain explicit disclaimers of canonical
status or include some doctrinal aberrations that clearly make them unworthy of
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inclusion in the Bible.

On the other hand, there are no strong objections to any book currently in the canon. In
the case of several New Testament books that were slow to gain approval by the whole
church (books such as 2 Peter or 2 and 3 John), much of the early hesitancy over their
inclusion can be attributed to the fact that they were not initially circulated very widely,
and that full knowledge of the contents of all the New Testament writings spread through
the church rather slowly. (Martin Luther’s hesitancies concerning James are quite
understandable in view of the doctrinal controversy in which he was engaged, but such
hesitancy was certainly not necessary. The apparent doctrinal conflict with Paul’s
teaching is easily resolved once it is recognized that James is using three key terms,
Jjustification, faith, and works in senses different from those with which Paul used

them)ﬁ

There is therefore historical confirmation for the correctness of the current canon. Yet it
must be remembered in connection with any historical investigation that the work of the
early church was not to bestow divine authority or even ecclesiastical authority upon
some merely human writings, but rather to recognize the divinely authored characteristic
of writings that already had such a quality. This is because the ultimate criterion of
canonicity is divine authorship, not human or ecclesiastical approval.

At this point someone may ask a hypothetical question about what we should do if
another one of Paul’s epistles were discovered, for example. Would we add it to
Scripture? This is a difficult question, because two conflicting considerations are
involved. On the one hand, if a great majority of believers were convinced that this was
indeed an authentic Pauline epistle, written in the course of Paul’s fulfillment of his
apostolic office, then the nature of Paul’s apostolic authority would guarantee that the
writing would be God’s very words (as well as Paul’s), and that its teachings would be
consistent with the rest of Scripture. But the fact that it was not preserved as part of the
canon would indicate that it was not among the writings the apostles wanted the church
to preserve as part of Scripture. Moreover, it must immediately be said that such a
hypothetical question is just that: hypothetical. It is exceptionally difficult to imagine
what kind of historical data might be discovered that could convincingly demonstrate to
the church as a whole that a letter lost for over 1,900 years was genuinely authored by
Paul, and it is more difficult still to understand how our sovereign God could have
faithfully cared for his people for over 1,900 years and still allowed them to be
continually deprived of something he intended them to have as part of his final
revelation of himself in Jesus Christ. These considerations make it so highly improbable



that any such manuscript would be discovered at some time in the future, that such a
hypothetical question really does not merit further serious consideration.

In conclusion, are there any books in our present canon that should not be there? No. We
can rest our confidence in this fact in the faithfulness of God our Father, who would not
lead all his people for nearly two thousand years to trust as his Word something that is
not. And we find our confidence repeatedly confirmed both by historical investigation
and by the work of the Holy Spirit in enabling us to hear God’s voice in a unique way as
we read from every one of the sixty-six books in our present canon of Scripture.

But are there any missing books, books that should have been included in Scripture but
were not? The answer must be no. In all known literature there are no candidates that
even come close to Scripture when consideration is given both to their doctrinal
consistency with the rest of Scripture and to the type of authority they claim for
themselves (as well as the way those claims of authority have been received by other
believers). Once again, God’s faithfulness to his people convinces us that there is
nothing missing from Scripture that God thinks we need to know for obeying him and
trusting him fully. The canon of Scripture today 1s exactly what God wanted it to be, and
it will stay that way until Christ returns.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

. Why is it important to your Christian life to know which writings are God’s words and which
are not? How would your relationship with God be different if you had to look for his words that
were scattered among all the writings of Christians throughout church history? How would your
Christian life be different if God’s words were contained not only in the Bible but also in the
official declarations of the church throughout history?

. Have you had doubts or questions about the canonicity of any of the books of the Bible? What
caused those questions? What should one do to resolve them?

. Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and members of other cults have claimed present-day
revelations from God that they count equal to the Bible in authority. What reasons can you give
to indicate the falsity of those claims? In practice, do these people treat the Bible as an authority
equal to these other “revelations™?

. If you have never read any parts of the Old Testament Apocrypha, perhaps you would want to
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read some sections. Do you feel you can trust these writings in the same way you trust
Scripture? Compare the effect these writings have on you with the effect Scripture has on you.
You might want to make a similar comparison with some writings from a collection of books

35
called the New Testament Apocrypha, or perhaps with the Book of Mormon or the Qur’an. 1s
the spiritual effect of these writings on your life positive or negative? How does it compare with
the spiritual effect the Bible has on your life?

SPECIAL TERMS

Apocrypha covenant
apostle God-breathed



canon history of redemption
canonical self-attesting
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SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE

Hebrews 1:1-2: In many and various ways God spoke of old to our fathers by the prophets, but in
these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through
whom also he created the world.

HYMN
“O Word of God Incarnate”
O Word of God incarnate, O wisdom from on high,
O truth unchanged, unchanging, O light of our dark sky;
We praise thee for the radiance that from the hallowed page,
A lantern to our footsteps, shines on from age to age.

The church from her dear Master received the gift divine,



And still that light she lifteth o’er all the earth to shine.

It is the golden casket, where gems of truth are stored;

It is the heav’n-drawn picture of Christ, the Living Word.

It floateth like a banner before God’s host unfurled;

It shineth like a beacon above the darkling world.

It is the chart and compass that o’er life’s surging sea,

’Mid mists and rocks and quicksands, still guides, O Christ, to thee.
O make thy church, dear Savior, a lamp of purest gold,

To bear before the nations thy true light, as of old.

O teach thy wand’ring pilgrims by this their path to trace,

Till, clouds and darkness ended, they see thee face to face.

AUTHOR: WILLIAM WALSHAM HOW, 1867

NOTES
1See Meredith Kline, The Structure of Biblical Authority (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), esp. pp. 48—53 and 113-30.

ZFor other passages that illustrate the growth in the collection of written words from God see 2 Chron. 9:29; 12:15; 13:22; Isa. 30:8; Jer. 29:1; 36:1-32; 45:1; 51:60;
Ezek. 43:11; Dan. 7:1; Hab. 2:2. Additions to it were usually through the agency of a prophet.

3See “Chronology of the Old Testament,” in /BD, 1:277.

4That “the Holy Spirit” is primarily a reference to divinely authoritative prophecy is clear both from the fact that the bath ¢él (a voice from heaven) is seen as a
substitute for it, and from the very frequent use of “the Holy Spirit” to refer to prophecy elsewhere in Rabbinic literature.

3See Roger Nicole, “New Testament Use of the Old Testament,” in Revelation and the Bible, ed. Carl F. H. Henry (London: Tyndale Press, 1959), pp. 137-41.

STude 14-15 does cite 1 Enoch 60.8 and 1.9, and Paul at least twice quotes pagan Greek authors (see Acts 17:28; Titus 1:12), but these citations are more for purposes
of illustration than proof. Never are the works introduced with a phrase like, “God says,” or “Scripture says,” or “it is written,” phrases that imply the attribution of
divine authority to the words cited. (It should be noted that neither 1 Enoch nor the authors cited by Paul are part of the Apocrypha.) No book of the Apocrypha is
even mentioned in the New Testament.

IThe Apocrypha includes the following writings: 1 and 2 Esdras, Tobit, Judith, the Rest of Esther, the Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus, Baruch (including the
Epistle of Jeremiah), the Song of the Three Holy Children, Susanna, Bel and the Dragon, the Prayer of M anasseh, and 1 and 2 Maccabees. These writings are not found
in the Hebrew Bible, but they were included with the Septuagint (the translation of the Old Testament into Greek, which was used by many Greek-speaking Jews at
the time of Christ). A good modern translation is The Oxford Annotated Apocrypha (RSV), ed. Bruce M. Metzger (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965).
Metzger includes brief introductions and help ful annotations to the books.

The Greek word apocrypha means “things that are hidden,” but M etzger notes (p. ix) that scholars are not sure why this word came to be applied to these writings.

8A detailed historical survey of the differing views of Christians regarding the Apocrypha is found in F. F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture (Downers Grove, I11.:
InterVarsity Press, 1988), pp. 68-97. An even more detailed study is found in Roger Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament Church and Its
Background in Early Judaism (London: SPCK, 1985, and Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), esp. pp. 338—433. Beckwith’s book has now established itself as the
definitive work on the Old Testament canon. At the conclusion of his study Beckwith says, “The inclusion of various Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha in the canon of
the early Christians was not done in any agreed way or at the earliest period, but occurred in Gentile Christianity, after the church’s breach with the synagogue, among
those whose knowledge of the primitive Christian canon was becoming blurred.” He concludes, “On the question of the canonicity of the Apocrypha and
Pseudepigrapha the truly primitive Christian evidence is negative” (pp. 436-37).

2From Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 4.26.14. Eusebius, writing in A.D. 325, was the first great church historian. This quotation is from the translation by Kirsopp



Lake, Fusebius: The Ecclesiastical History, two vols. (London: Heinemann; and Cambridge, M ass.: Harvard, 1975), 1:393.
LThat is, 1 Samuel, 2 Samuel, 1 Kings, and 2 Kings.

UThis does not refer to the apocryphal book called the Wisdom of Solomon but is simply a fuller description of Proverbs. Eusebius notes in 4.22.9 that Proverbs was
commonly called Wisdom by ancient writers.

LEzra would include both Ezra and Nehemiah, according to a common Hebrew way of referring to the combined books.

LFor some reason there was doubt about the canonicity of Esther in some parts of the early church (in the East but not in the West), but the doubts were eventually
resolved, and Christian usage eventually became uniform with the Jewish view, which had always counted Esther as part of the canon, although it had been opposed
by certain rabbis for their own reasons. (See the discussion of the Jewish view in Beckwith, Canon, pp. 288-97.)

LEusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.15.2. Origen died about A.D. 254. Origen names all the books of the present Old Testament canon except the twelve minor
prophets (which would be counted as one book), but this leaves his list of “twenty-two books” incomplete at twenty-one, so apparently Eusebius’s citation is
incomp lete, at least in the form we have it today.

Eusebius himself elsewhere repeats the statement of the Jewish historian Josephus that the Scriptures contain twenty-two books, but nothing since the time of
Artaxerxes (3.10.1-5), and this would exclude all of the Apocrypha.

LAthanasius, Letter 39, in Nicene and Post Nicene Fathers, 2d ser., ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), vol. 4: Athanasius, pp. 551—
52.

18See Metzger, Apocrypha, pp. xii—xiii. Metzger notes that none of the early Latin and Greek church fathers who quoted from the Apocrypha as Scripture knew any
Hebrew. Beckwith, Canon, pp. 386-89, argues that the evidence of Christian writers quoting the Apocrypha as Scripture is considerably less extensive and less
significant than scholars often claim it to be.

LE. J. Young, “The Canon of the Old Testament,” in Revelation and the Bible, pp. 167-68.

181t should be noted that Roman Catholics use the term deuterocanonical rather than apocryphal to refer to these books. They understand this to mean “later added to
the canon” (the prefix deutero- means “second”).

LA few New Testament books (Mark, Luke, Acts, Hebrews, and Jude) were not written by apostles but by others closely associated with them and apparently
authorized by them: see the discussion below.

DThis is my own translation of the last phrase of 1 Cor. 2:13: see Wayne Grudem, “Scripture’s Self-Attestation,” in Scripture and Truth, ed. D. A. Carson and John
Woodbridge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), p. 365, n. 61. But this translation is not crucial to the main point: namely, that Paul speaks words taught by the Holy
Spirit, a point that is affirmed in the first part of the verse, no matter how the second half is translated.

2Someone might object that Paul could be quoting an oral tradition of Jesus’ words rather than Luke’s gospel, but it is doubtful that Paul would call any oral tradition
“Scripture,” since the word (Gk. graphé, “writing”) is always in New Testament usage applied to written texts, and since Paul’s close association with Luke makes it
very possible that he would quote Luke’s written gospel.

21 yke himself was not an apostle, but his gospel is here accorded authority equal with that of the apostolic writings. Apparently this was due to his very close
association with the apostles, especially Paul, and the endangerment of his gospel by an apostle.

LFor a defense of traditional views of authorship of the New Testament writings, see Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (Downers Grove, IlL.: InterVarsity
Press, 1970).

ZJames seems to be considered an apostle in 1 Cor. 15:7 and Gal. 1:19. He also fulfills functions appropriate to an apostle in Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18; Gal. 2:9, 12:
see Chapter 47.

LThe acceptance of Jude in the canon was slow, primarily because of doubts concerning his quotation of the noncanonical book of 1 Enoch.
LOrigen’s statement is quoted in Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, 6.25.14.

ZIOf course, this does not mean that everything an apostle wrote, including even grocery lists and receipts for business transactions, would be considered Scripture. We
are speaking here of writings done when acting in the role of an apostle and giving ap ostolic instructions to churches and to individual Christians (such as Timothy or
Philemon).

It is also very likely that the living apostles themselves gave some guidance to the churches concerning which works they intended to be preserved and used as
Scripture in the churches (see Col. 4:16; 2 Thess. 3:14; 2 Peter 3:16). There were apparently some writings that had absolute divine authority but that the apostles did
not decide to preserve as “Scripture” for the churches (such as Paul’s “previous letter” to the Corinthians: see 1 Cor. 5:9). M oreover, the apostles did much more oral
teaching, which had divine authority (see 2 Thess. 2:15) but was not written down and preserved as Scripture. Thus, in addition to apostolic authorship, preservation
by the church under the direction of the apostles was necessary for a work to be included in the canon.

2] am not discussing at this point the question of textual variants (that is, differences in individual words and phrases that are to be found among the many ancient
copies of Scripture that still exist). This question is treated in chapter 5.

LThis is of course not to affirm the imp ossible notion that God providentially preserves every word in every copy of every text, no matter how careless the copyist,



or that he must miraculously provide every believer with a Bible instantly. Nevertheless, this consideration of God’s faithful care of his children should certainly cause
us to be thankful that in God’s providence there is no significantly attested textual variant that would change any point of Christian doctrine or ethics, so faithfully has
the text been transmitted and preserved. However, we must say clearly that there are a number of differing words in the different ancient manuscripts of the Bible that
are preserved today. These are called “textual variants.” The question of textual variants within the surviving manuscripts of the books that belong in the canon is
discussed in chapter 5.

A very helpful recent survey of this field is David Dunbar, “The Biblical Canon,” in Hermeneutics, Authority, and Canon, ed. D. A. Carson and John Woodbridge
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986), pp. 295-360. In addition, three recent books are of such excellent quality that they will define the discussion of canon for many
years to come: Roger Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament Church and Its Background in Early Judaism (London: SPCK, 1985, and Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986); Bruce M etzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance (Oxford: Clarendon; New York: Oxford
University Press, 1987); and F. F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture (Downers Grove, I1L.: InterVarsity Press, 1988).

AThis document was not written by Thomas the apostle. Current scholarly opinion attributes it to an unknown author in the second century A.D. who used
Thomas’s name.

27t is appropriate here to say a word about the writing called the Didache. Although this document was not considered for inclusion in the canon during the early
history of the church, many scholars have thought it to be a very early document and some today quote it as if it were an authority on the teaching of the early church
on the same level as the New Testament writings. It was first discovered in 1875 at a library in Constantinople but probably dates from the first or second century
A.D. Yet it contradicts or adds to the commands of the New Testament at many points. For example, Christians are told to let alms sweat in their hands until they
know to whom they are giving (1.6); food offered to idols is forbidden (6.3); people are required to fast before baptism, and baptism must be done in running water
(7.1-4); fasting is required on Wednesdays and Fridays but prohibited on M ondays and Thursdays (8.1); Christians are required to pray the Lord’s Prayer three times
a day (8.3); unbaptized persons are excluded from the Lord’s Supper, and prayers unknown in the New Testament are given as a pattern for celebrating the Lord’s
Supper (9.1-5); apostles are prohibited from staying in a city more than two days (11.5; but note that Paul stayed a year and a half in Corinth and three years in
Ephesus!); prophets who speak in the Spirit cannot be tested or examined (11.7, in contradiction to 1 Cor. 14:29 and 1 Thess. 5:20-21); salvation requires perfection
at the last time (16.2). Such a document, of unknown authorship, is hardly a reliable guide for the teachings and practices of the early church.

3See R. V. G. Tasker, The General Epistle of James, TNTC (London: Tyndale Press, 1956), pp. 67—71. Although Luther placed James near the end of his German
translation of the New Testament, he did not exclude it from the canon, and he cited over half of the verses in James as authoritative in various parts of his writings
(see Douglas Moo, The Letter of James, TNTC (Leicester and Downers Grove, I1L.: InterVarsity Press, 1985), p. 18; see also pp. 100-117 on faith and works in James.

#A good recent translation is The Oxford Annotated Apocrypha (RSV), ed. Bruce M. Metzger (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965). There is also a collection of
nonbiblical writings from the time of the New Testament called “New Testament apocrypha” (see next note), but these are much less commonly read. When people
speak of “the Apocrypha” without further specification, they are referring only to the Old Testament Apocrypha.

3E. Hennecke, New Testament Apocrypha, ed. W. Schneemelcher; English trans. ed. R. McL. Wilson (2 vols.: SCM Press, 1965). It should also be noted that some
other, more orthodox literature from the early church can be found conveniently in a collection of writings referred to as the “Apostolic Fathers.” A good translation is
found in Kirsopp Lake, trans., The Apostolic Fathers, Loeb Classical Library (2 vols.: Cambridge, M ass.: Harvard University Press, 1912, 1913), but other useful
translations are also available.



Chapter 4

) 1

The Four Characteristics of Scripture: (1) Authority

How do we know that the Bible is God’s Word?

In the previous chapter our goal was to determine which writings belong in the Bible
and which writings do not. But once we have determined what the Bible is, our next step
is to ask what it is like. What does the whole Bible teach us about itself?

The major teachings of the Bible about itself can be classified into four characteristics
(sometimes termed attributes): (1) the authority of Scripture; (2) the clarity of Scripture;
(3) the necessity of Scripture; and (4) the sufficiency of Scripture.

With regard to the first characteristic, most Christians would agree that the Bible is our
authority in some sense. But in exactly what sense does the Bible claim to be our
authority? And how do we become persuaded that the claims of Scripture to be God’s
Word are true? These are the questions addressed in this chapter.

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

The authority of Scripture means that all the words in Scripture are God’s words in
such a way that to disbelieve or disobey any word of Scripture is to disbelieve or
disobey God.

This definition may now be examined in its various parts.

A. All the Words in Scripture Are God’s Words

1. This Is What the Bible Claims for Itself. There are frequent claims in the Bible that all the words

of Scripture are God’s words (as well as words that were written down by men).l In the Old
Testament, this is frequently seen in the introductory phrase, “Thus says the LORD,” which appears
hundreds of times. In the world of the Old Testament, this phrase would have been recognized as
identical in form to the phrase, “Thus says king . . . ,” which was used to preface the edict of a king to

his subjects, an edict that could not be challenged or questioned but that simply had to be obeyed.Z
Thus, when the prophets say, “Thus says the Lord,” they are claiming to be messengers from the
sovereign King of Israel, namely, God himself, and they are claiming that their words are the
absolutely authoritative words of God. When a prophet spoke in God’s name in this way, every word
he spoke had to come from God, or he would be a false prophet (cf. Num. 22:38; Deut. 18:18-20; Jer.
1:9; 14:14; 23:16-22; 29:31-32; Ezek. 2:7; 13:1-16).



Furthermore, God is often said to speak “through” the prophet (1 Kings 14:18; 16:12,
34; 2 Kings 9:36; 14:25; Jer. 37:2; Zech. 7:7, 12). Thus, what the prophet says in God’s
name, God says (1 Kings 13:26 with v. 21; 1 Kings 21:19 with 2 Kings 9:25-26; Hag.
1:12; cf. 1 Sam. 15:3, 18). In these and other instances in the Old Testament, words that
the prophets spoke can equally be referred to as words that God himself spoke. Thus, to
disbelieve or disobey anything a prophet says is to disbelieve or disobey God himself
(Deut. 18:19; 1 Sam. 10:8; 13:13-14; 15:3, 19, 23; 1 Kings 20:35, 36).

These verses of course do not claim that all/ the words in the Old Testament are God’s
words, for these verses themselves are referring only to specific sections of spoken or
written words in the Old Testament. But the cumulative force of these passages,
including the hundreds of passages that begin “Thus says the Lord,” is to demonstrate
that within the Old Testament we have written records of words that are said to be
God’s own words. These words when written down constitute large sections of the Old
Testament.

In the New Testament, a number of passages indicate that all of the Old Testament
writings are thought of as God’s words. Second Timothy 3:16 says, “All Scripture is
God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in

) 3 . -
righteousness” (NIV). Here “Scripture” (graphé) must refer to the Old Testament
written Scripture, for that is what the word graphé refers to in every one of its fifty-one

. 4 »
occurrences in the New Testament.” Furthermore, the “sacred writings” of the Old

R . .
Testament are what Paul has just referred to in verse 15.

Paul here affirms that all of the Old Testament writings are theopneustos, “breathed out
by God.” Since it is writings that are said to be “breathed out,” this breathing must be
understood as a metaphor for speaking the words of Scripture. This verse thus states in
brief form what was evident in many passages in the Old Testament: the Old Testament
writings are regarded as God’s Word 1n written form. For every word of the Old
Testament, God is the one who spoke (and still speaks) it, although God used human

. 6
agents to write these words down.

A similar indication of the character of all Old Testament writings as God’s words is
found in 2 Peter 1:21. Speaking of the prophecies of Scripture (v. 20), which means at
least the Old Testament Scriptures to which Peter encourages his readers to give careful
attention (v. 19), Peter says that none of these prophecies ever came “by the impulse of
man,” but that “men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.” It is not Peter’s
intention to deny completely human volition or personality in the writing of Scripture (he
says that the men “spoke™), but rather to say that the ultimate source of every prophecy
was never a man’s decision about what he wanted to write, but rather the Holy Spirit’s
action in the prophet’s life, carried out in ways unspecified here (or, in fact, elsewhere
in Scripture). This indicates a belief that all of the Old Testament prophecies (and, in
light of vv. 19-20, this probably includes all of the written Scripture of the Old
Testament) are spoken “from God™: that is, they are God’s own words.



Many other New Testament passages speak in similar ways about sections of the Old
Testament. In Matthew 1:22, Isaiah’s words in Isaiah 7:14 are cited as “what the Lord
had spoken by the prophet.” In Matthew 4:4 Jesus says to the devil, “Man shall not live
by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” In the context
of Jesus’ repeated citations from Deuteronomy to answer every temptation, the words
that proceed “from the mouth of God” are the written Scriptures of the Old Testament.

In Matthew 19:5, the words of the author in Genesis 2:24, not attributed to God in the
Genesis narrative, are quoted by Jesus as words that God ““said.” In Mark 7:9—13, the
same Old Testament passage can be called interchangeably “the commandment of God,”
or what “Moses said,” or “the word of God.” In Acts 1:16, the words of Psalms 69 and
109 are said to be words which “the Holy Spirit spoke beforehand by the mouth of
David.” Words of Scripture are thus said to be spoken by the Holy Spirit. In Acts 2:16—
17, in quoting “what was spoken by the prophet Joel” in Joel 2:28-32, Peter inserts
“God declares,” thus attributing to God words written by Joel, and claiming that God is
presently saying them.

Many other passages could be cited (see Luke 1:70; 24:25; John 5:45-47; Acts 3:18, 21;
4:25;13:47;28:25; Rom. 1:2; 3:2; 9:17; 1 Cor. 9:8-10; Heb. 1:1-2, 6-7), but the
pattern of attributing to God the words of Old Testament Scripture should be very clear.
Moreover, in several places it is a/l of the words of the prophets or the words of the
Old Testament Scriptures that are said to compel belief or to be from God (see Luke
24:25, 27, 44; Acts 3:18; 24:14; Rom. 15:4).

But if Paul meant only the Old Testament writings when he spoke of “Scripture” in 2
Timothy 3:16, how can this verse apply to the New Testament writings as well? Does it
say anything about the character of the New Testament writings? To answer that
question, we must realize that the Greek word graphé (“scripture”) was a technical term
for the New Testament writers and had a very specialized meaning. Even though it is
used fifty-one times in the New Testament, every one of those instances uses it to refer
to the Old Testament writings, not to any other words or writings outside the canon of
Scripture. Thus, everything that belonged in the category “scripture” had the character of
being “God-breathed”: its words were God’s very words.

But at two places in the New Testament we see New Testament writings also being
called “scripture” along with the Old Testament writings. As we noted in chapter 3, in 2
Peter 3:16, Peter shows not only an awareness of the existence of written epistles from
Paul, but also a clear willingness to classify “all of his [Paul’s] epistles” with “the other
scriptures.” This is an indication that very early in the history of the church all of Paul’s
epistles were considered to be God’s written words in the same sense as the Old
Testament texts were. Similarly, in 1 Timothy 5:18, Paul quotes Jesus’ words as found

7
in Luke 10:7 and calls them “scripture.””

These two passages taken together indicate that during the time of the writing of the New
Testament documents there was an awareness that additions were being made to this



special category of writings called “scripture,” writings that had the character of being
God’s very words. Thus, once we establish that a New Testament writing belongs to the
special category “scripture,” then we are correct in applying 2 Timothy 3:16 to that
writing as well, and saying that that writing also has the characteristic Paul attributes to
“all scripture”: it is “God-breathed,” and all its words are the very words of God.

Is there further evidence that the New Testament writers thought of their own writings
(not just the Old Testament) as being words of God? In some cases, there is. In 1
Corinthians 14:37, Paul says, “If any one thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he
should acknowledge that what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord.” Paul has
here instituted a number of rules for church worship at Corinth and has claimed for them
the status of “commands of the Lord,” for the phrase translated “what I am writing to
you” contains a plural relative pronoun in Greek (4a) and is more literally translated
“the things 1 am writing to you are a command of the Lord.”

One objection to seeing the words of New Testament writers as words of God is
sometimes brought from 1 Corinthians 7:12, where Paul distinguishes his words from
words of the Lord: “To the rest I say, not the Lord . . .” A proper understanding of this
passage is gained from verses 25 and 40, however. In verse 25 Paul says he has no
command of the Lord concerning the unmarried but will give his own opinion. This must
mean that he had possession of no earthly word that Jesus had spoken on this subject
and probably also that he had received no subsequent revelation about it from Jesus.
This 1s unlike the situation in verse 10 where he could simply repeat the content of
Jesus’ earthly teaching, “that the wife should not separate from her husband” and “that
the husband should not divorce his wife.” Thus, verse 12 must mean that Paul has no
record of any earthly teaching of Jesus on the subject of a believer who is married to
an unbelieving spouse. Therefore, Paul gives his own instructions: “To the rest / say,
not the Lord, that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to
live with him, he should not divorce her” (1 Cor. 7:12).

It is remarkable therefore that Paul can go on in verses 12—15 to give several specific
ethical standards for the Corinthians. What gave him the right to make such moral
commands? He said that he spoke as one “who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy” (1
Cor. 7:25). He seems to imply here that his considered judgments were able to be
placed on the same authoritative level as the words of Jesus. Thus, 1 Corinthians 7:12,
“To the rest I say, not the Lord,” is an amazingly strong affirmation of Paul’s own
authority: 1f he did not have any words of Jesus to apply to a situation, he would simply
use his own words, for his own words had just as much authority as the words of Jesus!

Indications of a similar view of the New Testament writings are found in John 14:26 and
16:13, where Jesus promised that the Holy Spirit would bring all that he had said to the
disciples’ remembrance and would guide them into all the truth. This indicates a special
superintending work of the Holy Spirit whereby the disciples would be able to
remember and record without error all that Jesus had said. Similar indications are also
found in 2 Peter 3:2; 1 Corinthians 2:13; 1 Thessalonians 4:15; and Revelation 22:18—
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2. We Are Convinced of the Bible’s Claims to Be God’s Words as We Read the Bible. It is one
thing to affirm that the Bible claims to be the words of God. It is another thing to be convinced that
those claims are true. Our ultimate conviction that the words of the Bible are God’s words comes
only when the Holy Spirit speaks in and through the words of the Bible to our hearts and gives us an
inner assurance that these are the words of our Creator speaking to us. Just after Paul has explained
that his apostolic speech consists of words taught by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 2:13), he says, “The

natural man does not receive the things8 of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not
able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14). Apart from the work of
the Spirit of God, a person will not receive spiritual truths and in particular will not receive or
accept the truth that the words of Scripture are in fact the words of God.

But for those in whom God’s Spirit is working there is a recognition that the words of
the Bible are the words of God. This process is closely analogous to that by which those
who believed in Jesus knew that his words were true. He said, “My sheep hear my
voice, and I know them, and they follow me” (John 10:27). Those who are Christ’s
sheep hear the words of their great Shepherd as they read the words of Scripture, and
they are convinced that these words are in fact the words of their Lord.

It is important to remember that this conviction that the words of Scripture are the words
of God does not come apart from the words of Scripture or in addition to the words of
Scripture. It is not as 1f the Holy Spirit one day whispers in our ear, “Do you see that
Bible sitting on your desk? I want you to know that the words of that Bible are God’s
words.” It is rather as people read Scripture that they hear their Creator’s voice
speaking to them in the words of Scripture and realize that the book they are reading is
unlike any other book, that it is indeed a book of God’s own words speaking to their
hearts.

3. Other Evidence Is Useful but Not Finally Convincing. The previous section is not meant to deny
the validity of other kinds of arguments that may be used to support the claim that the Bible is God’s
words. It 1s helpful for us to learn that the Bible is historically accurate, that it is internally consistent,
that it contains prophecies that have been fulfilled hundreds of years later, that it has influenced the
course of human history more than any other book, that it has continued changing the lives of millions
of individuals throughout its history, that through it people come to find salvation, that it has a
majestic beauty and a profound depth of teaching unmatched by any other book, and that it claims
hundreds of times over to be God’s very words. All of these arguments and others are useful to us and
remove obstacles that might otherwise come in the way of our believing Scripture. But all of these
arguments taken individually or together cannot finally be convincing. As the Westminster Confession
of Faith said in 164346,

We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the Church to an high and reverent
esteem of the Holy Scripture. And the heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the
doctrine, the majesty of the style, the consent of all the parts, the scope of the whole (which
1s, to give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes of the only way of man’s salvation,



the many other incomparable excellencies, and the entire perfection thereof, are arguments
whereby it doth abundantly evidence itself to be the Word of God: yet notwithstanding, our
full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and divine authority thereof, is from the
inward work of the Holy Spirit bearing witness by and with the Word in our hearts. (chap.
1, para. 5)

4. The Words of Scripture Are Self-Attesting. Thus, the words of Scripture are “self-attesting.”
They cannot be “proved” to be God’s words by appeal to any higher authority. For if an appeal to
some higher authority (say, historical accuracy or logical consistency) were used to prove that the
Bible is God’s Word, then the Bible itself would not be our highest or absolute authority: it would be
subordinate in authority to the thing to which we appealed to prove it to be God’s Word. If we
ultimately appeal to human reason, or to logic, or to historical accuracy, or to scientific truth, as the
authority by which Scripture is shown to be God’s words, then we have assumed the thing to which
we appealed to be a higher authority than God’s words and one that is more true or more reliable.

5. Objection: This Is a Circular Argument. Someone may object that to say Scripture proves itself
to be God’s words is to use a circular argument: we believe that Scripture is God’s Word because it
claims to be that. And we believe its claims because Scripture is God’s Word. And we believe that it
1s God’s Word because it claims to be that, and so forth.

It should be admitted that this 1s a kind of circular argument. However, that does not
make its use invalid, for all arguments for an absolute authority must ultimately appeal to
that authority for proof: otherwise the authority would not be an absolute or highest
authority. This problem is not unique to the Christian who is arguing for the authority of
the Bible. Everyone either implicitly or explicitly uses some kind of circular argument
when defending his or her ultimate authority for belief.

Although these circular arguments are not always made explicit and are sometimes
hidden beneath lengthy discussions or are simply assumed without proof, arguments for
an ultimate authority in their most basic form take on a similar circular appeal to that
authority itself, as some of the following examples show:

“My reason is my ultimate authority because it seems reasonable to me to make it so.”
“Logical consistency is my ultimate authority because it is logical to make it so.”

“The findings of human sensory experiences are the ultimate authority for discovering what
is real and what is not, because our human senses have never discovered anything else:
thus, human sense experience tells me that my principle is true.”

“I know there can be no ultimate authority because I do not know of any such ultimate
authority.”

In all of these arguments for an ultimate standard of truth, an absolute authority for what to believe,

. . o 9
there 1s an element of circularity involved.



How then does a Christian, or anyone else, choose among the various claims for
absolute authorities? Ultimately the truthfulness of the Bible will commend itself as
being far more persuasive than other religious books (such as the Book of Mormon or
the Qur’an), or than any other intellectual constructions of the human mind (such as
logic, human reason, sense experience, scientific methodology, etc.). It will be more
persuasive because in the actual experience of life, all of these other candidates for
ultimate authority are seen to be inconsistent or to have shortcomings that disqualify
them, while the Bible will be seen to be fully in accord with all that we know about the
world around us, about ourselves, and about God.

The Bible will commend itself as being persuasive in this way, that is, if we are thinking
rightly about the nature of reality, our perception of it and of ourselves, and our
perception of God. The trouble is that because of sin our perception and analysis of God
and creation is faulty. Sin is ultimately irrational, and sin makes us think incorrectly
about God and about creation. Thus, in a world free from sin, the Bible would commend
itself convincingly to all people as God’s Word. But because sin distorts people’s
perception of reality, they do not recognize Scripture for what it really is. Therefore it
requires the work of the Holy Spirit, overcoming the effects of sin, to enable us to be
persuaded that the Bible is indeed the Word of God and that the claims it makes for
itself are true.

Thus, in another sense, the argument for the Bible as God’s Word and our ultimate
authority is not a typical circular argument. The process of persuasion is perhaps better
likened to a spiral in which increasing knowledge of Scripture and increasingly correct
understanding of God and creation tend to supplement one another in a harmonious way,
each tending to confirm the accuracy of the other. This is not to say that our knowledge
of the world around us serves as a higher authority than Scripture, but rather that such
knowledge, if it is correct knowledge, continues to give greater and greater assurance
and deeper conviction that the Bible is the only truly ultimate authority and that other
competing claims for ultimate authority are false.

6. This Does Not Imply Dictation From God as the Sole Means of Communication. The entire
preceding part of this chapter has argued that all the words of the Bible are God’s words. At this
point a word of caution is necessary. The fact that all the words of Scripture are God’s words should
not lead us to think that God dictated every word of Scripture to the human authors.

When we say that all the words of the Bible are God’s words, we are talking about the
result of the process of bringing Scripture into existence. To raise the question of
dictation is to ask about the process that led to that result or the manner by which God

acted in order to ensure the result that he intended.m It must be emphasized that the Bible
does not speak of only one type of process or one manner by which God communicated
to the biblical authors what he wanted to be said. In fact, there is indication of a wide
variety of processes God used to bring about the desired result.

A few scattered instances of dictation are explicitly mentioned in Scripture. When the



apostle John saw the risen Lord in a vision on the island of Patmos, Jesus spoke to him
as follows: “To the angel of the church in Ephesus write . ..” (Rev. 2:1); “And to the
angel of the church in Smyrna write . . .” (Rev. 2:8); “And to the angel of the church in
Pergamum write . . .” (Rev. 2:12). These are examples of dictation pure and simple. The
risen Lord tells John what to write, and John writes the words he hears from Jesus.

Something akin to this process is probably also seen occasionally in the Old Testament
prophets. We read in Isaiah, “Then the word of the Lord came to Isaiah: ‘Go and say to
Hezekiah, Thus says the Lord, the God of David your father: I have heard your prayer, I
have seen your tears; behold, I will add fifteen years to your life. I will deliver you and
this city out of the hand of the king of Assyria, and defend this city’ ” (Isa. 38:4—6). The
picture given us in this narrative is that [saiah heard (whether with his physical ear or
with a very forceful impression made upon his mind is difficult to say) the words God
wanted him to say to Hezekiah, and Isaiah, acting as God’s messenger, then took those
words and spoke them as he had been instructed.

But in many other sections of Scripture such direct dictation from God is certainly not
the manner by which the words of Scripture were caused to come into being. The author
of Hebrews says that God spoke to our fathers by the prophets “in many and various
ways” (Heb. 1:1). On the opposite end of the spectrum from dictation we have, for
instance, Luke’s ordinary historical research for writing his gospel. He says:

Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things which have been
accomplished among us, just as they were delivered to us by those who from the beginning
were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word, it seemed good to me also, having followed
all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent

Theophilus. . . .” (Luke 1:1-3)

This is clearly not a process of dictation. Luke used ordinary processes of speaking to
eyewitnesses and gathering historical data in order that he might write an accurate
account of the life and teachings of Jesus. He did his historical research thoroughly,
listening to the reports of many eyewitnesses and evaluating his evidence carefully. The
gospel he wrote emphasizes what he thought important to emphasize and reflects his own
characteristic style of writing.

In between these two extremes of dictation pure and simple on the one hand, and
ordinary historical research on the other hand, we have many indications of various
ways by which God communicated with the human authors of Scripture. In some cases
Scripture gives us hints of these various processes: it speaks of dreams, of visions, of
hearing the Lord’s voice or standing in the council of the Lord; it also speaks of men
who were with Jesus and observed his life and listened to his teaching, men whose
memory of these words and deeds was made completely accurate by the working of the
Holy Spirit as he brought things to their remembrance (John 14:26). Yet in many other
cases the manner used by God to bring about the result that the words of Scripture were
his words 1s simply not disclosed to us. Apparently many different methods were used,
but it is not important that we discover precisely what these were in each case.



In cases where the ordinary human personality and writing style of the author were
prominently involved, as seems the case with the major part of Scripture, all that we are
able to say is that God’s providential oversight and direction of the life of each author
was such that their personalities, their backgrounds and training, their abilities to
evaluate events in the world around them, their access to historical data, their judgment
with regard to the accuracy of information, and their individual circumstances when they
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wrote, were all exactly what God wanted them to be, so that when they actually came
to the point of putting pen to paper, the words were fully their own words but also fully
the words that God wanted them to write, words that God would also claim as his own.

B. Therefore to Disbelieve or Disobey Any Word of S cripture Is to Disbelieve or Disobey God

The preceding section has argued that all the words in Scripture are God’s words.
Consequently, to disbelieve or disobey any word of Scripture is to disbelieve or
disobey God himself. Thus, Jesus can rebuke his disciples for not believing the Old
Testament Scriptures (Luke 24:25). Believers are to keep or obey the disciples’ words
(John 15:20: “If they kept my word, they will keep yours also). Christians are
encouraged to remember “the commandment of the Lord and Savior through your
apostles” (2 Peter 3:2). To disobey Paul’s writings was to make oneself liable to church
discipline, such as excommunication (2 Thess. 3:14) and spiritual punishment (2 Cor.
13:2-3), including punishment from God (this is the apparent sense of the passive verb
“he 1s not recognized” in 1 Cor. 14:38). By contrast, God delights in everyone who
“trembles” at his word (Isa. 66:2).

Throughout the history of the church the greatest preachers have been those who have
recognized that they have no authority in themselves and have seen their task as being to
explain the words of Scripture and apply them clearly to the lives of their hearers. Their
preaching has drawn its power not from the proclamation of their own Christian
experiences or the experiences of others, nor from their own opinions, creative ideas, or

rhetorical skills, but from God’s powerful WOI‘dS.Q Essentially they stood in the pulpit,
pointed to the biblical text, and said in effect to the congregation, “This 1s what this
verse means. Do you see that meaning here as well? Then you must believe it and obey it
with all your heart, for God himself, your Creator and your Lord, is saying this to you
today!” Only the written words of Scripture can give this kind of authority to preaching.

C. The Truthfulness of S cripture

1. God Cannot Lie or Speak Falsely. The essence of the authority of Scripture is its ability to
compel us to believe and to obey it and to make such belief and obedience equivalent to believing
and obeying God himself. Because this is so, it is needful to consider the truthfulness of Scripture,
since to believe all the words of Scripture implies confidence in the complete truthfulness of the
Scripture that we believe. Although this issue will be dealt with more fully when we consider the
inerrancy of Scripture (see chapter 5), a brief treatment is given here.



Since the biblical writers repeatedly affirm that the words of the Bible, though human,
are God’s own words, it is appropriate to look at biblical texts that talk about the
character of God’s words and to apply these to the character of the words of Scripture.
Specifically, there are a number of biblical passages that talk about the truthfulness of
God’s speech. Titus 1:2 speaks of “God, who never lies,” or (more literally translated),
“the unlying God.” Because God is a God who cannot speak a “lie,” his words can
always be trusted. Since all of Scripture is spoken by God, all of Scripture must be
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“unlying,” just as God himself'is: there can be no untruthfulness in Scripture.”

Hebrews 6:18 mentions two unchangeable things (God’s oath and his promise) “in
which it is impossible for God to lie (author’s translation).” Here the author says not
merely that God does not lie, but that it is not possible for him to lie. Although the
immediate reference is only to oaths and promises, if it is impossible for God to lie in
these utterances, then certainly it is impossible for him ever to lie (for Jesus harshly
rebukes those who tell the truth only when under oath: Matt. 5:33—-37; 23:16-22).
Similarly, David says to God, “You are God, and your words are true” (2 Sam. 7:28).

2. Therefore All the Words in Scripture Are Completely True and Without Error in Any Part.
Since the words of the Bible are God’s words, and since God cannot lie or speak falsely, it is correct
to conclude that there is no untruthfulness or error in any part of the words of Scripture. We find this
affirmed several places in the Bible. “The words of the LORD are words that are pure, silver refined
in a furnace on the ground, purified seven times” (Ps. 12:6, author’s translation). Here the psalmist
uses vivid imagery to speak of the undiluted purity of God’s words: there is no imperfection in them.
Also in Proverbs 30:5, we read, “Every word of God proves true; he is a shield to those who take
refuge in him.” It is not just some of the words of Scripture that are true, but every word. In fact,
God’s Word is fixed in heaven for all eternity: “For ever, O LORD, your word is firmly fixed in the
heavens” (Ps. 119:89). Jesus can speak of the eternal nature of his own words: “Heaven and earth
will pass away, but my words will not pass away” (Matt. 24:35). God’s speech is placed in marked
contrast to all human speech, for “God 1s not man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he should
repent” (Num. 23:19). These verses affirm explicitly what was implicit in the requirement that we
believe all of the words of Scripture, namely, that there is no untruthfulness or falsehood affirmed in
any of the statements of the Bible.

3. God’s Words Are the Ultimate Standard of Truth. In John 17 Jesus prays to the Father,
“Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17). This verse is interesting because Jesus
does not use the adjectives aléthinos or aléthés (“true”), which we might have expected, to say,
“Your word 1s true.” Rather, he uses a noun, alétheia (“truth”), to say that God’s Word is not simply
“true,” but it 1s truth itself.

The difference is significant, for this statement encourages us to think of the Bible not
simply as being “true” in the sense that it conforms to some higher standard of truth, but
rather to think of the Bible as being itself the final standard of truth. The Bible is God’s
Word, and God’s Word is the ultimate definition of what is true and what 1s not true:
God’s Word is itself truth. Thus we are to think of the Bible as the ultimate standard of
truth, the reference point by which every other claim to truthfulness is to be measured.



Those assertions that conform with Scripture are “true” while those that do not conform
with Scripture are not true.

What then is truth? Truth is what God says, and we have what God says (accurately but
not exhaustively) in the Bible.

4. Might Some New Fact Ever Contradict the Bible? Will any new scientific or historical fact ever
be discovered that will contradict the Bible? Here we can say with confidence that this will never
happen—it is in fact impossible. If any supposed “fact” is ever discovered that is said to contradict
Scripture, then (if we have understood Scripture rightly) that “fact” must be false, because God, the
author of Scripture, knows all true facts (past, present, and future). No fact will ever turn up that God
did not know about ages ago and take into account when he caused Scripture to be written. Every true
fact 1s something that God has known already from all eternity and is something that therefore cannot
contradict God’s speech in Scripture.

Nevertheless, it must be remembered that scientific or historical study (as well as other
kinds of study of creation) can cause us to reexamine Scripture to see if it really teaches
what we thought it taught. The Bible certainly does not teach that the earth was created

in the year 4004 B.C., as some once thought (for the genealogical lists in Scripture have

gaps in them).M Yet it was in part historical, archaeological, astronomical, and
geological study that caused Christians to reexamine Scripture to see if it really taught
such a recent origin for the earth. Careful analysis of the biblical text showed that it did
not teach this.

Similarly, the Bible does not teach that the sun goes around the earth, for it only uses
descriptions of phenomena as we see them from our vantage point and does not purport
to be describing the workings of the universe from some arbitrary “fixed” point
somewhere out in space. Yet until the study of astronomy advanced enough to
demonstrate the rotation of the earth on its axis, people assumed that the Bible taught that
the sun goes around the earth. Then the study of scientific data prompted a reexamination
of the appropriate biblical texts. Thus, whenever confronted with some “fact” that 1s
said to contradict Scripture, we must not only examine the data adduced to demonstrate
the fact in question; we must also reexamine the appropriate biblical texts to see if the
Bible really teaches what we thought it to teach.

We should never fear but always welcome any new facts that may be discovered in any
legitimate area of human research or study. For example, discoveries by archaeologists
working in Syria have brought to light the Ebla Tablets. These extensive written records
from the period around 2000 B.C. will eventually throw great light on our understanding
of the world of the patriarchs and the events connected with the lives of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob. Should Christians entertain any lingering apprehension that the publication of
such data will prove some fact in Genesis to be incorrect? Certainly not! We should
eagerly anticipate the publication of all such data with the absolute confidence that if it
is correctly understood it will all be consistent with Scripture and will all confirm the
accuracy of Scripture. No true fact will ever contradict the words of the God who



knows all facts and who never lies.

D. Written Scripture Is Our Final Authority

It 1s important to realize that the final form in which Scripture remains authoritative is its
written form. It was the words of God written on the tablets of stone that Moses
deposited in the ark of the covenant. Later, God commanded Moses and subsequent
prophets to write their words in a book. And it was written Scripture (graphé) that Paul
said was “God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16). Similarly, it is Paul’s writings that are “a
command of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37) and that could be classified with “the other
scriptures” (2 Peter 3:16).

This is important because people sometimes (intentionally or unintentionally) attempt to
substitute some other final standard than the written words of Scripture. For example,
people will sometimes refer to “what Jesus really said” and claim that when we
translate the Greek words of the Gospels back into the Aramaic language Jesus spoke,
we can gain a better understanding of Jesus’ words than was given by the writers of the
Gospels. In fact, it 1s sometimes said that this work of reconstructing Jesus’ words in
Aramaic enables us to correct the erroneous translations made by the gospel authors.

In other cases, people have claimed to know “what Paul really thought” even when that
is different from the meaning of the words he wrote. Or they have spoken of “what Paul
should have said if he had been consistent with the rest of his theology.” Similarly,
others have spoken of “the church situation to which Matthew was writing” and have
attempted to give normative force either to that situation or to the solution they think
Matthew was attempting to bring about in that situation.

In all of these instances we must admit that asking about the words or situations that lie
“behind” the text of Scripture may at times be helpful to us in understanding what the text
means. Nevertheless, our hypothetical reconstructions of these words or situations can
never replace or compete with Scripture itself as the final authority, nor should we ever
allow them to contradict or call into question the accuracy of any of the words of
Scripture. We must continually remember that we have in the Bible God’s very words,
and we must not try to “improve” on them in some way, for this cannot be done. Rather,
we should seek to understand them and then trust them and obey them with our whole
heart.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

1. If you want to persuade someone that the Bible is God’s Word, what do you want that person to

2.

read more than any other piece of literature?

Who would try to make people want to disbelieve something in Scripture? To disobey something
in Scripture? Is there anything in the Bible that you do not want to believe? To obey? If your
answers to either of the preceding two questions were positive, what is the best way to approach
and to deal with the desires you have in this area?

3. Do you know of any proven fact in all of history that has shown something in the Bible to be



false? Can the same be said about other religious writings such as the Book of Mormon or the
Qur’an? 1f you have read in other books such as these, can you describe the spiritual effect they
had on you? Compare that with the spiritual effect that reading the Bible has on you. Can you say
that when you read the Bible you hear the voice of your Creator speaking to you in a way that is
true of no other book?

. Do you ever find yourself believing something not because you have external evidence for it but
simply because it is written in Scripture? Is that proper faith, according to Hebrews 11:1? If you
do believe things simply because Scripture says them, what do you think Christ will say to you
about this habit when you stand before his judgment seat? Do you think that trusting and obeying

everything that Scripture affirms will ever lead you into sin or away from God’s blessing in your
life?

SPECIAL TERMS

absolute authority inspiration
authority plenary inspiration
circular argument Scripture

dictation self-attesting

God-breathed
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SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE

2 Timothy 3:16: All scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for
correction, and for training in righteousness.

HYMN

“Standing on the Promises”

This hymn speaks of the promises of God’s Word as the eternally firm and unchanging
foundation on which we can rest our faith. In the midst of doubt and fear these promises
“cannot fail.” By standing firm on them we will be able to sing “Glory in the highest!”
for all eternity. Yet the hymn speaks not merely of the promises of God’s Word, but of
all the contents of Scripture: the Bible is “the living Word of God” by which we
“prevail” in the midst of adversity (v. 2), and it is the “Spirit’s sword” by which we
may be “overcoming daily” (v. 3). There is no other sure foundation on which to rest our
faith than on the very words and promises of God. “I am standing on the promises of
God!” 1s the joyful exclamation of a heart filled with faith, and it shall be our song
throughout eternity.

Standing on the promises of Christ my King,

Through eternal ages let his praises ring!

Glory in the highest I will shout and sing

Standing on the promises of God!

Chorus:

Standing, standing, standing on the promises of God my Savior;
Standing, standing, I’m standing on the promises of God.
Standing on the promises that cannot fail

When the howling storms of doubt and fear assail;

By the living Word of God I shall prevail

Standing on the promises of God!

Standing on the promises of Christ the Lord,

Bound to him eternally by love’s strong cord,

Overcoming daily with the Spirit’s sword



Standing on the promises of God!

Standing on the promises I cannot fall,
List’ning every moment to the Spirit’s call,
Resting in my Savior as my all in all

Standing on the promises of God!

AUTHOR: R. KELSO CARTER, 1886

NOTES

10f course, I do not mean to say that every word in Scripture was audibly spoken by God himself, since the Bible records the words of hundreds of different people,
such as King David and Peter and even Satan himself. But I do mean that even the quotations of other people are God’s reports of what they said, and, rightly
interpreted in their contexts, come to us with God’s authority.

2See Wayne Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in 1 Corinthians (Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1982), pp. 12—13; also Wayne Grudem, “Scripture’s Self-
Attestation,” in Scripture and Truth, ed. D. A. Carson and J. Woodbridge, pp. 21-22.

2Some have suggested an alternative translation, namely, “Every God-breathed Scripture is also profitable for teaching. . . .” However, this translation is highly unlikely
because it makes the kai (“also”) extremely awkward in the Greek sentence. In coherent speech, one must say that something that has one characteristic before saying
that it “also” has another characteristic. The “also” must indicate an addition to something that has previously been predicated. Thus, theopneustos (“God-breathed”)
and ophelimos (“profitable”) are both best understood as predicate adjectives, and the best translation is, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is profitable for

teaching. . ..”

#In at least two cases, 1 Tim. 5:18 and 2 Peter 3:16, graphé also includes some of the New Testament writings along with the Old Testament writings that it is referring
to (see discussion below).

3] assume Pauline authorship of 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus throughout this book. For recent arguments defending Pauline authorship see George W. Knight III, The
Pastoral Epistles, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, and Carlisle: Paternoster, 1992), pp. 4-54.

0lder systematic theologies used the words inspired and inspiration to speak of the fact that the words of Scripture are spoken by God. This terminology was based
especially on an older translation of 2 Tim. 3:16, which said, “All scripture is given by inspiration of God. . .” (KJV). However, the word inspiration has such a weak
sense in ordinary usage today (every poet or songwriter claims to be “inspired” to write, and even athletes are said to give “inspired” performances) that I have not
used it in this text. I have preferred the NIV rendering of 2 Tim. 3:16, “God-breathed,” and have used other expressions to say that the words of Scripture are God’s
very words. The older phrase “plenary inspiration” meant that all the words of Scripture are God’s words (the word plenary means “full”), a fact that I affirm in this
chapter without using the phrase.

ISee chapter 3 for discussion of 2 Peter 3:16 and 1 Tim. 5:17-18.

81 have translated the verse “things of the Spirit of God” because the Greek text has only the neuter plural definite article (fa) used as a substantive, and no specific
noun is given. Thus, the RSV translation “the gifts of the Spirit of God” is more restrictive in subject matter than the actual words would justify and is certainly not
required by the context.

2This point has been made well by John M. Frame, “God and Biblical Langnage: Transcendence and Immanence,” in God’s Inerrant Word, ed. John Warwick
Montgomery (M inneapolis: Bethany Fellowship, 1974), pp. 159-77. See also J. P. Moreland, “The Rationality of Belief in Inerrancy,” TrinJ 7:1 (1986), 75-86, for a
help ful discussion of the way we reach convictions about issues of major significance in our lives.

L7n some systematic theologies, this process by which God used human authors to write his very words is called “the mode of inspiration.” I have not used this
terminology in this book, since it does not seem to be a readily understandable phrase today.

UThis would also include even the influence of a secretary (technically called an amanuensis) on the wording of a book: see the greeting from Tertius in Rom. 16:22.

L1 am not denying that good speaking ability or creativity or telling of personal experiences have a place in preaching, for good preaching will include all of these (see
Prov. 16:21, 23). | am saying that the power to change lives must come from the Word itself, and it will be evident to the hearers when a preacher really believes this.

LSome scholars object that it is “too simplistic” to argue as follows: “The Bible is God’s words. God never lies. Therefore the Bible never lies.” Yet it is precisely that
kind of argument that Paul uses in Titus 1:2. He refers to the promises of eternal life made “ages ago” in Scripture and says the promises were made by God “who
never lies.” He thus calls on the truthfulness of God’s own speech to prove the truthfulness of the words of Scripture. A “simple” argument this may be, but it is
scriptural, and it is true. We should therefore not hesitate to accept it and use it.

14See chapter 15 for discussion of the age of the earth, and pp. 348—50 for discussion of gaps in the genealogies.



Chapter S

The Inerrancy of Scripture

Are there any errors in the Bible?

Most books on systematic theology have not included a separate chapter on the inerrancy
of the Bible. The subject has usually been dealt with under the heading of the authority of
Scripture, and no further treatment has been considered necessary. However, this issue
of inerrancy is of such concern in the evangelical world today that it warrants a separate
chapter following our treatment of the authority of the Word of God.

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS
A. The Meaning of Inerrancy

We will not at this point repeat the arguments concerning the authority of Scripture that
were given in chapter 4. There it was argued that all the words in the Bible are God’s
words, and that therefore to disbelieve or disobey any word in Scripture is to disbelieve
or disobey God. It was argued further that the Bible clearly teaches that God cannot lie
or speak falsely (2 Sam. 7:28; Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18). Therefore, all the words in
Scripture are claimed to be completely true and without error in any part (Num. 23:19;
Pss. 12:6; 119:89, 96; Prov. 30:5; Matt. 24:35). God’s words are, in fact, the ultimate
standard of truth (John 17:17).

Especially relevant at this point are those Scripture texts that indicate the total
truthfulness and reliability of God’s words. “The promises of the LORD are promises
that are pure, silver refined in a furnace on the ground, purified seven times” (Ps. 12:6),
indicates the flawlessness or absolute reliability and purity of Scripture. Similarly,
“Every word of God proves true; he 1s a shield to those who take refuge in him” (Prov.
30:5), indicates the truthfulness of every word that God has spoken. Though error and at
least partial falsehood may characterize the speech of every human being, it is the
characteristic of God’s speech even when spoken through sinful human beings that it is
never false and that it never affirms error: “God is not man, that he should lie, or a son
of man, that he should repent” (Num. 23:19) was spoken by sinful Balaam specifically
about the prophetic words that God had spoken through his own lips.

With evidence such as this we are now in a position to define biblical inerrancy: The
inerrancy of Scripture means that Scripture in the original manuscripts does not
affirm anything that is contrary to fact.

This definition focuses on the question of truthfulness and falsehood in the language of
Scripture. The definition in simple terms just means that the Bible always tells the truth,



and that it always tells the truth concerning everything it talks about. This definition
does not mean that the Bible tells us every fact there is to know about any one subject,
but it affirms that what it does say about any subject is true.

It is important to realize at the outset of this discussion that the focus of this controversy
is on the question of truthfulness in speech. It must be recognized that absolute
truthfulness in speech is consistent with some other types of statements, such as the
following:

1. The Bible Can Be Inerrant and Still Speak in the Ordinary Language of Everyday Speech.
This 1s especially true in “scientific” or “historical” descriptions of facts or events. The Bible can
speak of the sun rising and the rain falling because from the perspective of the speaker this is exactly
what happens. From the standpoint of an observer standing on the sun (were that possible) or on some
hypothetical “fixed” point in space, the earth rotates and brings the sun into view, and rain does not
fall downward but upward or sideways or whatever direction necessary for it to be drawn by gravity
toward the surface of the earth. But such explanations are hopelessly pedantic and would make
ordinary communication impossible. From the standpoint of the speaker, the sun does rise and the rain
does fall, and these are perfectly true descriptions of the natural phenomena the speaker observes.

A similar consideration applies to numbers when used in measuring or in counting, A
reporter can say that 8,000 men were killed in a certain battle without thereby implying
that he has counted everyone and that there are not 7,999 or 8,001 dead soldiers. If
roughly 8,000 died, it would of course be false to say that 16,000 died, but it would not
be false in most contexts for a reporter to say that 8,000 men died when in fact 7,823 or
8,242 had died: the limits of truthfulness would depend on the degree of precision
implied by the speaker and expected by his original hearers.

This is also true for measurements. Whether I say, “I don’t live far from my office,” or “I
live a little over a mile from my office,” or “I live one mile from my office,” or “I live
1.287 miles from my office,” all four statements are still approximations to some degree
of accuracy. Further degrees of accuracy might be obtained with more precise scientific
instruments, but these would still be approximations to a certain degree of accuracy.
Thus, measurements also, in order to be true, should conform to the degree of precision
implied by the speaker and expected by the hearers in the original context. It should not
trouble us, then, to affirm both that the Bible is absolutely truthful in everything it says
and that it uses ordinary language to describe natural phenomena or to give
approximations or round numbers when those are appropriate in the context.

We should also note that language can make vague or imprecise statements without being
untrue. “I live a little over a mile from my office” is a vague and imprecise statement,
but it is also inerrant: there is nothing untrue about it. It does not affirm anything that is
contrary to fact. In a similar way, biblical statements can be imprecise and still be
totally true. Inerrancy has to do with truthfulness, not with the degree of precision with
which events are reported.

2. The Bible Can Be Inerrant and Still Include Loose or Free Quotations. The method by which



one person quotes the words of another person is a procedure that in large part varies from culture to
culture. In contemporary American and British culture we are used to quoting a person’s exact words
when we enclose the statement in quotation marks (this is called direct quotation). But when we use
indirect quotation (with no quotation marks) we only expect an accurate report of the substance of a
statement. Consider this sentence: “Elliot said that he would return home for supper right away.” The
sentence does not quote Elliot directly, but it is an acceptable and truthful report of Elliot’s actual
statement to his father, “I will come to the house to eat in two minutes,” even though the indirect
quotation included none of the speaker’s original words.

Written Greek at the time of the New Testament had no quotation marks or equivalent
kinds of punctuation, and an accurate citation of another person needed to include only a
correct representation of the content of what the person said (rather like our indirect
quotations): it was not expected to cite each word exactly. Thus, inerrancy is consistent
with loose or free quotations of the Old Testament or of the words of Jesus, for example,
so long as the content 1s not false to what was originally stated. The original writer did
not ordinarily imply that he was using the exact words of the speaker and only those, nor
did the original hearers expect verbatim quotation in such reporting.

3. It Is Consistent With Inerrancy to Have Unusual or Uncommon Grammatical Constructions in
the Bible. Some of the language of Scripture is elegant and stylistically excellent. Other scriptural
writings contain the rough-hewn language of ordinary people. At times this includes a failure to
follow the commonly accepted “rules” of grammatical expression (such as the use of a plural verb
where grammatical rules would require a singular verb, or the use of a feminine adjective where a
masculine one would be expected, or different spelling for a word than the one commonly used, etc.).
These stylistically or grammatically irregular statements (which are especially found in the book of
Revelation) should not trouble us, for they do not affect the truthfulness of the statements under
consideration: a statement can be ungrammatical but still be entirely true. For example, an uneducated
backwoodsman in some rural area may be the most trusted man in the county even though his grammar
is poor, because he has earned a reputation for never telling a lie. Similarly, there are a few
statements in Scripture (in the original languages) that are ungrammatical (according to current
standards of proper grammar at that time) but still inerrant because they are completely true. The
issue is truthfulness in speech.

B. Some Current Challenges to Inerrancy

In this section we examine the major objections that are commonly made against the
concept of inerrancy.

1. The Bible Is Only Authoritative for “Faith and Practice.” One of the most frequent objections is
raised by those who say that the purpose of Scripture is to teach us in areas that concern “faith and
practice” only; that is, in areas that directly relate to our religious faith or to our ethical conduct. This
position would allow for the possibility of false statements in Scripture, for example, in other areas
such as in minor historical details or scientific facts—these areas, it is said, do not concern the

purpose of the Bible, which is to instruct us in what we should believe and how we are to live.” Its



advocates often prefer to say that the Bible 1s “infallible,” but they hesitate to use the word inerrant.

The response to this objection can be stated as follows: the Bible repeatedly affirms that
all of Scripture is profitable for us (2 Tim. 3:16) and that a// of it is “God-breathed.”
Thus it is completely pure (Ps. 12:6), perfect (Ps. 119:96), and true (Prov. 30:5). The
Bible itself does not make any restriction on the kinds of subjects to which it speaks
truthfully.

The New Testament contains further affirmations of the reliability of all parts of
Scripture: in Acts 24:14, Paul says that he worships God, “believing everything laid
down by the law or written in the prophets.” In Luke 24:25, Jesus says that the disciples
are “foolish men” because they are “slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have
spoken.” In Romans 15:4, Paul says that “whatever was written” in the Old Testament
was “written for our instruction.” These texts give no indication that there is any part of
Scripture that is not to be trusted or relied on completely. Similarly, in 1 Corinthians
10:11, Paul can refer even to minor historical details in the Old Testament (sitting down
to eat and drink, rising up to dance) and can say both that they “happened” (thus
implying historical reliability) and “were written down for our instruction.”

If we begin to examine the way in which the New Testament authors trust the smallest
historical details of the Old Testament narrative, we see no intention to separate out
matters of “faith and practice,” or to say that this is somehow a recognizable category of
affirmations, or to imply that statements not in that category need not be trusted or
thought to be inerrant. Rather, it seems that the New Testament authors are willing to cite
and affirm as true every detail of the Old Testament.

In the following list are some examples of these historical details cited by New
Testament authors. If all of these are matters of “faith and practice,” then every
historical detail of the Old Testament is a matter of “faith and practice,” and this
objection ceases to be an objection to inerrancy. On the other hand, if so many details
can be affirmed, then it seems that all of the historical details in the Old Testament can
be affirmed as true, and we should not speak of restricting the necessary truthfulness of
Scripture to some category of “faith and practice” that would exclude certain minor
details. There are no types of details left that could not be affirmed as true.

The New Testament gives us the following data: David ate the bread of the Presence
(Matt. 12:3—4); Jonah was in the whale (Matt. 12:40); the men of Nineveh repented
(Matt. 12:41); the queen of the South came to hear Solomon (Matt. 12:42); Elijah was
sent to the widow of Zarephath (Luke 4:25-26); Naaman the Syrian was cleansed of
leprosy (Luke 4:27); on the day Lot left Sodom fire and brimstone rained from heaven
(Luke 17:29; cf. v. 32 with its reference to Lot’s wife who turned to salt); Moses lifted
up the serpent in the wilderness (John 3:14); Jacob gave a field to Joseph (John 4:5);
many details of the history of Israel occurred (Acts 13:17-23); Abraham believed and
received the promise before he was circumcised (Rom. 4:10); Abraham was about one
hundred years old (Rom. 4:19); God told Rebekah before her children were born that the



elder child would serve the younger (Rom. 9:10-12); Elijah spoke with God (Rom.
11:2-4); the people of Israel passed through the sea, ate and drank spiritual food and
drink, desired evil, sat down to drink, rose up to dance, indulged in immorality,
grumbled, and were destroyed (1 Cor. 10:11); Abraham gave a tenth of everything to
Melchizedek (Heb. 7:1-2); the Old Testament tabernacle had a specific and detailed
design (Heb. 9:1-5); Moses sprinkled the people and the tabernacle vessels with blood
and water, using scarlet wool and hyssop (Heb. 9:19-21); the world was created by the

Word of God (Heb. 1 1:3);3 many details of the lives of Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham,
Moses, Rahab, and others actually happened (Heb. 11, passim); Esau sold his birthright
for a single meal and later sought it back with tears (Heb. 12:16—17); Rahab received
the spies and sent them out another way (James 2:25); eight persons were saved in the
ark (1 Peter 3:20; 2 Peter 2:5); God turned Sodom and Gomorrah to ashes but saved Lot
(2 Peter 2:6-7); Balaam’s donkey spoke (2 Peter 2:16).

This list indicates that the New Testament writers were willing to rely on the
truthfulness of any part of the historical narratives of the Old Testament. No detail was
too insignificant to be used for the instruction of New Testament Christians. There is no
indication that they thought of a certain category of scriptural statements that were
unreliable and untrustworthy (such as “historical and scientific” statements as opposed
to doctrinal and moral passages). It seems clear that the Bible itself does not support any
restriction on the kinds of subjects to which it speaks with absolute authority and truth;
indeed, many passages in Scripture actually exclude the validity of this kind of
restriction.

A second response to those who limit the necessary truthfulness of Scripture to matters
of “faith and practice” is to note that this position mistakes the major purpose of
Scripture for the fotal purpose of Scripture. To say that the major purpose of Scripture
1s to teach us in matters of “faith and practice” is to make a useful and correct summary
of God’s purpose in giving us the Bible. But as a summary it includes only the most
prominent purpose of God in giving us Scripture. It is not, however, legitimate to use
this summary to deny that it is part of the purpose of Scripture to tell us about minor
historical details or about some aspects of astronomy or geography, and so forth. A
summary cannot properly be used to deny one of the things it is summarizing! To use it
this way would simply show that the summary is not detailed enough to specify the items
1n question.

It is better to say that the whole purpose of Scripture is to say everything it does say, on
whatever subject. Every one of God’s words in Scripture was deemed by him to be
important for us. Thus, God issues severe warnings to anyone who would take away
even one word from what he has said to us (Deut. 4:2; 12:32; Rev. 22:18-19): we
cannot add to God’s words or take from them, for all are part of his larger purpose in
speaking to us. Everything stated in Scripture is there because God intended it to be
there: God does not say anything unintentionally! Thus, this first objection to inerrancy
makes a wrong use of a summary and thereby incorrectly attempts to impose artificial
limits on the kinds of things about which God can speak to us.



2. The Term Inerrancy Is a Poor Term. People who make this second objection say that the term
inerrancy is too precise and that in ordinary usage it denotes a kind of absolute scientific precision
that we do not want to claim for Scripture. Furthermore, those who make this objection note that the
term inerrancy is not used in the Bible itself. Therefore, it is probably an inappropriate term for us to

insist upon.

The response to this objection may be stated as follows: first, the scholars who have
used the term inerrancy have defined it clearly for over a hundred years, and they have
always allowed for the “limitations” that attach to speech in ordinary language. In no
case has the term been used to denote a kind of absolute scientific precision by any
responsible representative of the inerrancy position. Therefore those who raise this
objection to the term are not giving careful enough attention to the way in which it has
been used in theological discussions for more than a century.

Second, it must be noted that we often use nonbiblical terms to summarize a biblical
teaching. The word Trinity does not occur in Scripture, nor does the word incarnation.
Yet both of these terms are very helpful because they allow us to summarize in one word
a true biblical concept, and they are therefore helpful in enabling us to discuss a biblical
teaching more easily.

It should also be noted that no other single word has been proposed which says as
clearly what we want to affirm when we wish to talk about total truthfulness in language.
The word inerrancy does this quite well, and there seems no reason not to continue to
use it for that purpose.

Finally, in the church today we seem to be unable to carry on the discussion around this
topic without the use of this term. People may object to this term if they wish, but, like it
or not, this is the term about which the discussion has focused and almost certainly will
continue to focus in the next several decades. When the International Council on Biblical
Inerrancy (ICBI) in 1977 began a ten-year campaign to promote and defend the idea of
biblical inerrancy, it became inevitable that this word would be the one about which
discussion would proceed. The “Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy,” which was
drafted and published in 1978 under ICBI sponsorship (see appendix 1), defined what
most evangelicals mean by inerrancy, perhaps not perfectly, but quite well, and further
objections to such a widely used and well-defined term seem to be unnecessary and
unhelpful for the church.

3. We Have No Inerrant Manuscripts; Therefore, Talk About an Inerrant Bible Is Misleading.
Those who make this objection point to the fact that inerrancy has always been claimed for the first or

4 . . .
original copies of the biblical documents.” Yet none of these survive: we have only copies of copies
of what Moses or Paul or Peter wrote. What is the use, then, of placing so great importance on a
doctrine that applies only to manuscripts that no one has?

In reply to this objection, it may first be stated that for over 99 percent of the words of
the Bible, we know what the original manuscript said. Even for many of the verses



where there are textual variants (that is, different words in different ancient copies of the
same verse), the correct decision is often quite clear, and there are really very few
places where the textual variant is both difficult to evaluate and significant in
determining the meaning. In the small percentage of cases where there is significant
uncertainty about what the original text said, the general sense of the sentence is usually
quite clear from the context. (One does not have to be a Hebrew or Greek scholar to
know where these variants are, because all modern English translations indicate them in
marginal notes with words such as “some ancient manuscripts read . . .” or “other
ancient authorities add. . . .”)

This is not to say that the study of textual variants is unimportant, but it is to say that the
study of textual variants has not left us in confusion about what the original manuscripts

said.é It has rather brought us extremely close to the content of those original
manuscripts. For most practical purposes, then, the current published scholarly texts of
the Hebrew Old Testament and Greek New Testament are the same as the original
manuscripts. Thus, when we say that the original manuscripts were inerrant, we are also
implying that over 99 percent of the words in our present manuscripts are also inerrant,
for they are exact copies of the originals. Furthermore, we know where the uncertain
readings are (for where there are no textual variants we have no reason to expect faulty

. . . 6 )
copying of the original).” Thus, our present manuscripts are for most purposes the same
as the original manuscripts, and the doctrine of inerrancy therefore directly concerns our
present manuscripts as well.

Furthermore, it is extremely important to affirm the inerrancy of the original documents,
for the subsequent copies were made by men with no claim or guarantee by God that
these copies would be perfect. But the original manuscripts are those to which the
claims to be God’s very words apply. Thus, if we have mistakes in the copies (as we
do), then these are only the mistakes of men. But if we have mistakes in the original
manuscripts, then we are forced to say not only that men made mistakes, but that God
himself made a mistake and spoke falsely. This we cannot do.

4. The Biblical Writers “Accommodated” Their Messages in Minor Details to the False Ideas
Current in Their Day, and Affirmed or Taught Those Ideas in an Incidental Way. This objection
to inerrancy is slightly different from the one that would restrict the inerrancy of Scripture to matters
of faith and practice, but it is related to it. Those who hold this position argue that it would have been
very difficult for the biblical writers to communicate with the people of their time if they had tried to
correct all the false historical and scientific information believed by their contemporaries. Those who
hold this position would not argue that the points where the Bible affirms false information are
numerous, or even that these places are the main points of any particular section of Scripture. Rather,
they would say that when the biblical writers were attempting to make a larger point, they sometimes

incidentally affirmed some falsehood believed by the people of their time.z

To this objection to inerrancy it can be replied, first, that God is Lord of human language
who can use human language to communicate perfectly without having to affirm any false



ideas that may have been held by people during the time of the writing of Scripture. This
objection to inerrancy essentially denies God’s effective lordship over human language.

Second, we must respond that such “accommodation” by God to our misunderstandings
would imply that God had acted contrary to his character as an “unlying God” (Num.
23:19; Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18). It is not helpful to divert attention from this difficulty by
repeated emphasis on the gracious condescension of God to speak on our level. Yes,
God does condescend to speak our language, the language of human beings. But no
passage of Scripture teaches that he “condescends” so as to act contrary to his moral
character. He is never said to be able to condescend so as to affirm—even incidentally
—something that 1s false. If God were to “accommodate” himself in this way, he would
cease to be the “unlying God.” He would cease to be the God the Bible represents him
to be. Such activity would not in any way show God’s greatness, for God does not
manifest his greatness by acting in a way that contradicts his character. This objection
thus at root misunderstands the purity and unity of God as they affect all of his words and
deeds.

Furthermore, such a process of accommodation, if it actually had occurred, would create
a serious moral problem for us. We are to be imitators of God’s moral character (Lev.
11:44; Luke 6:36; Eph. 5:1; 1 Peter 5:1, et al.). Paul says, since in our new natures we
are becoming more like God (Eph. 4:24), we should “put away falsehood” and “speak
the truth” with one another (v. 25). We are to imitate God’s truthfulness in our speech.
However, if the accommodation theory is correct, then God intentionally made
incidental affirmations of falsehood in order to enhance communication. Therefore,
would it not also be right for us intentionally to make incidental affirmations of
falsehood whenever it would enhance communication? Yet this would be tantamount to
saying that a minor falsehood told for a good purpose (a “white lie’) is not wrong. Such
a position, contradicted by the Scripture passages cited above concerning God’s total
truthfulness in speech, cannot be held to be valid.

5. Inerrancy Overemphasizes the Divine Aspect of Scripture and Neglects the Human Aspect.
This more general objection is made by those who claim that people who advocate inerrancy so
emphasize the divine aspect of Scripture that they downplay its human aspect.

It is agreed that Scripture has both a human and a divine aspect, and that we must give
adequate attention to both. However, those who make this objection almost invariably
go on to 1nsist that the truly “human” aspects of Scripture must include the presence of
some errors in Scripture. We can respond that though the Bible is fully human in that it
was written by human beings using their own language, the activity of God in overseeing
the writing of Scripture and causing it to be also his words means that it is different from
much other human writing in precisely this aspect: it does not include error. That is
exactly the point made even by sinful, greedy, disobedient Balaam in Numbers 23:19:
God’s speech through sinful human beings is different from the ordinary speech of men
because “God 1s not man that he should lie.” Moreover, it is simply not true that all
human speech and writing contains error, for we make dozens of statements each day



that are completely true. For example: “My name is Wayne Grudem.” “I have three
children.” “I ate breakfast this morning.”

6. There Are Some Clear Errors in the Bible. This final objection, that there are clear errors in the
Bible, 1s either stated or implied by most of those who deny inerrancy, and for many of them the
conviction that there are some actual errors in Scripture is a major factor in persuading them to
challenge the doctrine of inerrancy.

In every case, the first answer that should be made to this objection is to ask where such
errors are. In which specific verse or verses do these errors occur? It is surprising how
frequently one finds that this objection is made by people who have little or no i1dea
where the specific errors are, but who believe there are errors because others have told
them so.

In other cases, however, people will mention one or more specific passages where, they
claim, there is a false statement in Scripture. In these cases, it is important that we look
at the biblical text itself, and look at it very closely. If we believe that the Bible is
indeed inerrant, we should be eager and certainly not afraid to inspect these texts in
minute detail. In fact, our expectation will be that close inspection will show there to be
no error at all. Once again it is surprising how often it turns out that a careful reading
just of the English text of the passage in question will bring to light one or more possible
solutions to the difficulty.

In a few passages, no solution to the difficulty may be immediately apparent from
reading the English text. At that point it is helpful to consult some commentaries on the
text. Both Augustine (A.D. 354—430) and John Calvin (1509—-64), along with many more
recent commentators, have taken time to deal with most of the alleged “problem texts”
and to suggest plausible solutions to them. Furthermore some writers have made

8
collections of all the most difficult texts and have provided suggested answers for them.™

There are a few texts where a knowledge of Hebrew or Greek may be necessary to find
a solution, and those who do not have firsthand access to these languages may have to
find answers either from a more technical commentary or by asking someone who does
have this training. Of course, our understanding of Scripture is never perfect, and this
means that there may be cases where we will be unable to find a solution to a difficult
passage at the present time. This may be because the linguistic, historical, or contextual
evidence we need to understand the passage correctly is presently unknown to us. This
should not trouble us in a small number of passages so long as the overall pattern of our
investigation of these passages has shown that there 1s, in fact, no error where one has

been alleged.g

But while we must allow the possibility of being unable to solve a particular problem, it
should also be stated that there are many evangelical Bible scholars today who will say
that they do not presently know of any problem texts for which there is no satisfactory
solution. It is possible, of course, that some such texts could be called to their attention



in the future, but during the past fifteen years or so of controversy over biblical

. . .10
inerrancy, no such “unsolved” text has been brought to their attention.

Finally, a historical perspective on this question is helpful. There are no really “new”
problems in Scripture. The Bible in its entirety is over 1,900 years old, and the alleged
“problem texts” have been there all along. Yet throughout the history of the church there
has been a firm belief in the inerrancy of Scripture in the sense in which it is defined in
this chapter. Moreover, for these hundreds of years highly competent biblical scholars
have read and studied those problem texts and still have found no difficulty in holding to
inerrancy. This should give us confidence that the solutions to these problems are

available and that belief in inerrancy is entirely consistent with a lifetime of detailed

. ) 11
attention to the text of Scripture.

C. Problems With Denying Inerrancy

The problems that come with a denial of biblical inerrancy are not insignificant, and
when we understand the magnitude of these problems it gives us further encouragement
not only to affirm inerrancy but also to affirm its importance for the church. Some of the
more serious problems are listed here.

1. If We Deny Inerrancy, a Serious Moral Problem Confronts Us: May We Imitate God and
Intentionally Lie in Small Matters Also? This is similar to the point made in response to objection
#4, above, but here it applies not only to those who espouse objection #4 but also more broadly to all
who deny inerrancy. Ephesians 5:1 tells us to be imitators of God. But a denial of inerrancy that still
claims that the words of Scripture are God-breathed words necessarily implies that God intentionally
spoke falsely to us in some of the less central affirmations of Scripture. But if this is right for God to
do, how can it be wrong for us? Such a line of reasoning would, if we believed it, exert strong
pressure on us to begin to speak untruthfully in situations where that might seem to help us
communicate better, and so forth. This position would be a slippery slope with ever-increasing
negative results in our own lives.

2. If Inerrancy Is Denied, We Begin to Wonder If We Can Really Trust God in Anything He
Says. Once we become convinced that God has spoken falsely to us in some minor matters in
Scripture, then we realize that God 1s capable of speaking falsely to us. This will have a detrimental
effect on our ability to take God at his word and trust him completely or obey him fully in the rest of
Scripture. We will begin to disobey initially those sections of Scripture that we least wish to obey,
and to distrust initially those sections that we are least inclined to trust. But such a procedure will
eventually increase, to the great detriment of our spiritual lives. Of course, such a decline in trust and
obedience to Scripture may not necessarily follow in the life of every individual who denies
inerrancy, but this will certainly be the general pattern, and it will be the pattern exhibited over the
course of a generation that is taught to deny inerrancy.

3. If We Deny Inerrancy, We Essentially Make Our Own Human Minds a Higher Standard of
Truth Than God’s Word Itself. We use our minds to pass judgment on some sections of God’s



Word and pronounce them to be in error. But this is in effect to say that we know truth more certainly
and more accurately than God’s Word does (or than God does), at least in these areas. Such a
procedure, making our own minds to be a higher standard of truth than God’s Word, is the root of all

) .12
intellectual sin.

4. If We Deny Inerrancy, Then We Must Also Say That the Bible Is Wrong Not Only in Minor
Details but in Some of Its Doctrines as Well. A denial of inerrancy means that we say that the

Bible’s teaching about the nature of Scripture and about the truthfulness and reliability of God’s

words 1s also false. These are not minor details but are major doctrinal concerns in Scripture.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

1. Why do you think the debate about inerrancy has become such a large issue in this century? Why
do people on both sides of the question think it to be important?

2. If you thought there were some small errors affirmed by Scripture, how do you think that would
affect the way you read Scripture? Would it affect your concern for truthfulness in everyday
conversation?

3. Do you know of any Scripture texts that seem to contain errors? What are they? Have you tried to
resolve the difficulties in those texts? If you have not found a solution to some text, what further
steps might you try?

4. As Christians go through life learning to know their Bibles better and growing in Christian
maturity, do they tend to trust the Bible more or less? In heaven, do you think you will believe
the Bible is inerrant? If so, will you believe it more firmly or less firmly than you do now?

5. If'you are convinced that the Bible teaches the doctrine of inerrancy, how do you feel about it?
Are you glad that such a teaching is there, or do you feel it to be something of a burden which
you would rather not have to defend?

6. Does belief in inerrancy guarantee sound doctrine and a sound Christian life? How can
Jehovah’s Witnesses say that the Bible 1s inerrant while they themselves have so many false
teachings?

7. If you agree with inerrancy, do you think belief in inerrancy should be a requirement for church
membership? For teaching a Sunday school class? For holding a church office such as elder or
deacon? For being ordained as a pastor? For teaching at a theological seminary? Why or why
not?

8. When there is a doctrinal controversy in the church, what are the personal dangers facing those
whose position is more consistent with Scripture? In particular, how could pride in correct
doctrine become a problem? What is the solution? Do you think inerrancy is an important issue
for the future of the church? Why or why not? How do you think it will be resolved?

SPECIAL TERMS

autograph inerrant
faith and practice infallible
ICBI textual variant
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SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE

Psalm 12:6: The promises [literally, “words”] of the LORD are promises [“words "] that are pure,
silver refined in a furnace on the ground, purified seven times.

HYMN
“The Law of the Lord is Perfect”

This modern setting of Psalm 19:7—11 expresses the perfection of God’s Word in
several different ways and shows various aspects of its application to our lives.

The law of the Lord is perfect,
converting the soul.

The testimony of the Lord is sure,
making wise the simple.

Refrain:

More to be desired are they than gold,
yea than much fine gold.

Sweeter also than honey

and the honeycomb.

The statutes of the Lord are right,
rejoicing the heart.

The commandments of the Lord are pure,
enlight’ning the eyes.

The fear of the Lord is clean,
enduring forever.

The judgments of the Lord are true,



and righteous altogether.

AUTHOR: ANONYMOUS (FROM PS. 19:7-11)

NOTES

1A good defense of this position can be found in a collection of essays edited by Jack Rogers, Biblical Authority (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1977); and, more extensively, in
Jack B. Rogers and Donald M cKim, The Authority and Interpretation of the Bible: An Historical Approach (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1979).

ZUntil about 1960 or 1965 the word infallible was used interchangeably with the word inerrant. But in recent years, at least in the United States, the word infallible has
been used in a weaker sense to mean that the Bible will not lead us astray in matters of faith and practice.

3This is not a minor detail, but it is useful as an example of a “scientific” fact that is affirmed in the Old Testament and one about which the author says that we have
knowledge “by faith”; thus, faith here is explicitly said to involve trust in the truthfulness of a scientific and historical fact recorded in the Old Testament.

In theological terms, these original copies are called the “autographs,” using the prefix auto-, meaning “self,” and the root graph, meaning “writing,” to refer to a copy
written by the author himself.

2An excellent survey of the work of studying textual variants in the extant manuscripts of the New Testament is Bruce M. M etzger, The Text of the New Testament: Its
Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 2d ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968).

80f course the theoretical possibility exists that there was a copying error in the very first copy made of one of Paul’s epistles, for instance, and that this error has
been reproduced in all remaining copies. But this must be thought unlikely because (1) it would require that only one copy was made of the original, or that only one
copy was the basis for all other extant copies, and (2) our earlier argument about the faithfulness of God in preserving the canon (see chapter 3) would seem to imply
that if such a mistake did occur, it would not be one that would materially affect our understanding of Scripture. The existence of such a copying error cannot be either
proven or disproven, but further speculation about it apart from hard evidence does not appear to be profitable.

ZAn explanation of this view can be found in Daniel P. Fuller, “Benjamin B. Warfield’s View of Faith and History,” BETS 11 (1968): 75-83.

8The interested reader may consult, for example, Gleason L. Archer, Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982); William Arndt, Does the Bible
Contradict Itself? (St. Louis: Concordia, 1955); idem., Bible Difficulties (St. Louis: Concordia, 1932); and John W. Haley, Alleged Discrepancies of the Bible (1874;
reprinted Grand Rapids: Baker, 1977). Almost all of the difficult texts have also received help ful analysis in the extensive notes to The NIV Study Bible, ed. Kenneth
Barker et al. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1985).

2J. P. Moreland, “The Rationality of Belief in Inerrancy,” in TrinJ 7:1 (1986): 75-86, argues convincingly that Christians should not abandon the doctrine of inerrancy
simply because of a small number of “problem texts” for which they presently have no clear solution.

LThe present writer, for example, has during the last twenty years examined dozens of these “problem texts” that have been brought to his attention in the context of
the inerrancy debate. In every one of those cases, upon close inspection of the text a plausible solution has become evident.

LOn the history of inerrancy in the church, see the essays by Philip Hughes, Geoffrey W. Bromiley, W. Robert Godfrey, and John D. Woodbridge and Randall H.
Balmer in Scripture and Truth. See also the more extensive study by John D. Woodbridge, Biblical Authority: A Critique of the Rogers and McKim Proposal (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1982).

L12See chapter 4 for a discussion of the Bible as our absolute standard of truth.

LAlthough the undesirable positions listed above are logically related to a denial of inerrancy, a word of caution is in order: Not all who deny inerrancy will also adopt
the undesirable conclusions just listed. Some people (probably inconsistently) will deny inerrancy but not take these next logical steps. In debates over inerrancy, as in
other theological discussions, it is important that we criticize people on the basis of views they actually hold, and distinguish those views clearly from positions we
think they would hold if they were consistent with their stated views.



Chapter 6

) 1

The Four Characteristics of Scripture: (2) Clarity

Can only Bible scholars understand the Bible rightly?

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

Anyone who has begun to read the Bible seriously will realize that some parts can be
understood very easily while other parts seem puzzling. In fact, very early in the history
of the church Peter reminded his readers that some parts of Paul’s epistles were difficult
to understand: “So also our beloved brother Paul wrote to you according to the wisdom
given him, speaking of this as he does in all his letters. There are some things in them
hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as
they do the other scriptures™ (2 Peter 3:15-16). We must admit therefore that not all
parts of Scripture are able to be understood easily.

But it would be a mistake to think that most of Scripture or Scripture in general is
difficult to understand. In fact, the Old Testament and New Testament frequently affirm
that Scripture is written in such a way that its teachings are able to be understood by
ordinary believers. Even in Peter’s statement just quoted, the context is an appeal to the
teachings of Paul’s letter, which Peter’s readers had read and understood (2 Peter 3:15).
In fact, Peter assigns some moral blame to those who twist these passages “to their own
destruction.” And he does not say that there are things impossible to understand, but only
difficult to understand.

A. The Bible Frequently Affirms Its Own Clarity

The Bible’s clarity and the responsibility of believers generally to read it and
understand it are often emphasized. In a very familiar passage, Moses tells the people of
Israel:

And these words which I command you this day shall be upon your heart; and you shall
teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house,
and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. (Deut. 6:6—7)

All the people of Israel were expected to be able to understand the words of Scripture well enough to
be able to “teach them diligently” to their children. This teaching would not have consisted merely of
rote memorization devoid of understanding, for the people of Israel were to discuss the words of
Scripture during their activities of sitting in the house or walking or going to bed or getting up in the



morning. God expected that all/ of his people would know and be able to talk about his Word, with
proper application to ordinary situations in life. Similarly, Psalm 1 tells us that the “blessed man,”
whom all the righteous in Israel were to emulate, was one who meditated on God’s law “day and
night” (Ps. 1:2). This daily meditation assumes an ability to understand Scripture rightly on the part of
those who meditate.

The character of Scripture is said to be such that even the “simple” can understand it
rightly and be made wise by it. “The testimony of the LORD is sure, making wise the
simple” (Ps. 19:7). Again we read, “The unfolding of your words gives light; it imparts
understanding to the simple” (Ps. 119:130). Here the “simple” person (Heb. peti) is
not merely one who lacks intellectual ability, but one who lacks sound judgment, who is

prone to making mistakes, and who is easily led astlray.l God’s Word is so
understandable, so clear, that even this kind of person is made wise by it. This should be
a great encouragement to all believers: no believer should think himself or herself too
foolish to read Scripture and understand it sufficiently to be made wise by it.

There is a similar emphasis in the New Testament. Jesus himself, in his teachings, his
conversations, and his disputes, never responds to any questions with a hint of blaming
the Old Testament Scriptures for being unclear. Even while speaking to first-century
people who were removed from David by 1,000 years, from Moses by about 1,500
years, and from Abraham by about 2,000 years, Jesus still assumes that such people are
able to read and rightly to understand the Old Testament Scriptures.

In a day when it is common for people to tell us how hard it is to interpret Scripture
rightly, we would do well to remember that not once in the Gospels do we ever hear
Jesus saying anything like this: “I see how your problem arose—the Scriptures are not
very clear on that subject.” Instead, whether he is speaking to scholars or untrained
common people, his responses always assume that the blame for misunderstanding any
teaching of Scripture is not to be placed on the Scriptures themselves, but on those who
misunderstand or fail to accept what is written. Again and again he answers questions
with statements like, “Have younot read . . .” (Matt. 12:3, 5; 19:14; 22:31), “Have you
never read in the scriptures . . .” (Matt. 21:42), or even, “You are wrong because you
know neither the Scriptures nor the power of God” (Matt. 22:29; cf. Matt. 9:13; 12:7;
15:3;21:13; John 3:10; et al.).

Similarly, most of the New Testament epistles are written not to church leaders but to
entire congregations. Paul writes, “To the church of God which is at Corinth” (1 Cor.
1:2), “To the churches of Galatia™ (Gal. 1:2), “To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are
at Philippi, with the bishops and deacons” (Phil. 1:1), and so forth. Paul assumes that
his hearers will understand what he writes, and he encourages the sharing of his letters
with other churches: “And when this letter has been read among you, have it read also in
the church of the Laodiceans; and see that you read also the letter from Laodicea” (Col.
4:16; cf. John 20:30-31; 2 Cor. 1:13; Eph. 3:4; 1 Tim. 4:13; James 1:1, 22-25; 1 Peter

1:1: 2:2; 2 Peter 1:19; 1 John 5:13).°



Second Peter 1:20 may be urged against the view of the clarity of Scripture explained in
this chapter. The verse says, “no prophecy of scripture is a matter of one’s own
interpretation,” and someone may claim that this means that ordinary believers are
unable to interpret Scripture rightly for themselves. It is unlikely, however, that this
implication should be drawn from 2 Peter 1:20, for the verse is probably discussing the
origin and not the interpretation of Scripture. Thus the NIV translates it, “no prophecy of

Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation.”3 Furthermore, even if the
verse were understood as speaking of interpreting Scripture, it would be saying that the
interpretation of Scripture must be done within the fellowship of believers and not
merely as a personal activity. It still would not be implying that authoritative interpreters
are needed to ascertain the true meaning of Scripture, but simply that reading and
understanding Scripture should not be carried out entirely in isolation from other
Christians.

Lest we think that understanding the Bible was somehow easier for first-century
Christians than for us, it is important to realize that in many instances the New Testament
epistles were written to churches that had large proportions of Gentile Christians. They
were relatively new Christians who had no previous background in any kind of Christian
society, and who had little or no prior understanding of the history and culture of Israel.
Nevertheless, the New Testament authors show no hesitancy in expecting even these
Gentile Christians to be able to read a translation of the Old Testament in their own
language and to understand it rightly (cf. Rom. 4:1-25; 15:4; 1 Cor. 10:1-11; 2 Tim.
3:16-17; et al.).

B. The Moral and Spiritual Qualities Needed
for Right Understanding

The New Testament writers frequently state that the ability to understand Scripture
rightly is more a moral and spiritual than intellectual ability: “The unspiritual man does
not receive the gifts (literally “things”) of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and
he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14;
cf. 1:18-3:4; 2 Cor. 3:14-16; 4:3-4, 6; Heb. 5:14; James 1:5-6; 2 Peter 3:5; cf. Mark
4:11-12; John 7:17; 8:43). Thus, although the New Testament authors affirm that the
Bible in itself 1s written clearly, they also affirm that it will not be understood rightly by
those who are unwilling to receive its teachings. Scripture is able to be understood by
all unbelievers who will read it sincerely seeking salvation, and by all believers who
will read it while seeking God’s help in understanding it. This is because in both cases
the Holy Spirit is at work overcoming the effects of sin, which otherwise will make the
truth appear to be foolish (1 Cor. 2:14; 1:18-25; James 1:5-6, 22-25).

C. Definition of the Clarity of Scripture

In order to summarize this biblical material, we can affirm that the Bible 1s written in
such a way that all things necessary for our salvation and for our Christian life and
growth are very clearly set forth in Scripture. Although theologians have sometimes



defined the clarity of Scripture more narrowly (by saying, for example, only that
Scripture is clear in teaching the way of salvation), the many texts cited above apply to
many different aspects of biblical teaching and do not seem to support any such
limitation on the areas to which Scripture can be said to speak clearly. It seems more

faithful to those biblical texts to define the clarityé of Scripture as follows: The clarity
of Scripture means that the Bible is written in such a way that its teachings are able
to be understood by all who will read it seeking God’s help and being willing to
follow it. Once we have stated this, however, we must also recognize that many people,
even God’s people, do in fact misunderstand Scripture.

D. Why Do People Misunderstand S cripture?

During Jesus’ lifetime, his own disciples at times failed to understand the Old Testament
and Jesus’ own teachings (see Matt. 15:16; Mark 4:10-13; 6:52; 8:14-21; 9:32; Luke
18:34; John 8:27; 10:6). Although sometimes this was due to the fact that they simply
needed to wait for further events in the history of redemption, and especially in the life
of Christ himself (see John 12:16; 13:7; cf. John 2:22), there were also times when this
was due to their own lack of faith or hardness of heart (Luke 24:25). Furthermore, there
were times in the early church when Christians did not understand or agree on the
teachings of the Old Testament or about the letters written by the apostles: note the
process of growth in understanding concerning the implications of Gentile inclusion in
the church (culminating in “much debate” [Acts 15:7] in the Jerusalem Council of Acts
15), or Peter’s misunderstanding of this issue in Galatians 2:11-15, or the frequent
doctrinal and ethical issues that had to be corrected by the New Testament epistles. In
fact, throughout the history of the church, doctrinal disagreements have been many, and
progress in resolving doctrinal differences has often been slow.

In order to help people to avoid making mistakes in interpreting Scripture, many Bible
teachers have developed “principles of interpretation,” or guidelines to encourage
growth in the skill of proper interpretation. The word hermeneutics (from the Greek
word herménéuo, “to interpret”) is the more technical term for this field of study:
hermeneutics is the study of correct methods of interpretation (especially
interpretation of Scripture).

Another technical term often used in discussions of biblical interpretation 1s “exegesis,”
a term that refers more to the actual practice of interpreting Scripture, not to theories and
principles about how it should be done: exegesis is the process of interpreting a text of
Scripture. Consequently, when one studies principles of interpretation, that is
“hermeneutics,” but when one applies those principles and begins actually explaining a
biblical text, he or she is doing “exegesis.”

The existence of many disagreements about the meaning of Scripture throughout history
reminds us that the doctrine of the clarity of Scripture does not imply or suggest that all
believers will agree on all the teachings of Scripture. Nevertheless, it does tell us
something very important—that the problem always lies not with Scripture but with



ourselves. The situation is in fact similar to that of the authority of Scripture. Whereas
we affirm that the words of Scripture have all the authority of God himself, we also
realize that many people do not acknowledge that authority or submit themselves to it.
Similarly, we affirm that all the teachings of Scripture are clear and able to be
understood, but we also recognize that people often (through their own shortcomings)
misunderstand what is clearly written in Scripture.

E. Practical Encouragement From This Doctrine

The doctrine of the clarity of Scripture therefore has a very important, and ultimately
very encouraging, practical implication. It tells us that where there are areas of doctrinal
or ethical disagreement (for example, over baptism or predestination or church
government), there are only two possible causes for these disagreements: (1) On the one
hand, it may be that we are seeking to make affirmations where Scripture itself is
silent. In such cases we should be more ready to admit that God has not given us the
answer to our quest, and to allow for differences of viewpoint within the church. (This
will often be the case with very practical questions, such as methods of evangelism or
styles of Bible teaching or appropriate church size.) (2) On the other hand, it is possible
that we have made mistakes in our interpretation of Scripture. This could have
happened because the data we used to decide a question of interpretation were
inaccurate or incomplete. Or it could be because there is some personal inadequacy on
our part, whether it be, for example, personal pride, or greed, or lack of faith, or
selfishness, or even failure to devote enough time to prayerfully reading and studying
Scripture.

But in no case are we free to say that the teaching of the Bible on any subject is
confusing or incapable of being understood correctly. In no case should we think that
persistent disagreements on some subject through the history of the church mean that we
will be unable to come to a correct conclusion on that subject ourselves. Rather, if a
genuine concern about some such subject arises in our lives, we should sincerely ask
God’s help and then go to Scripture, searching it with all our ability, believing that God
will enable us to understand rightly.

This truth should give great encouragement to all Christians to read their Bibles daily
and with great eagerness. We should never assume, for example, that only those who
know Greek and Hebrew, or only pastors or Bible scholars, are able to understand the
Bible rightly—remember that the Old Testament was written in Hebrew and that many
of the Christians to whom the New Testament letters were written had no knowledge of
Hebrew at all: they had to read the Old Testament in a Greek translation. Yet the New
Testament authors assume that these people can read it and understand it rightly even
without scholarly ability in the original language. Christians must never give up to the
scholarly “experts” the task of interpreting Scripture: they must keep doing it every day
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for themselves.

Furthermore, even though we admit that there have been many doctrinal disagreements in



the history of the church, we must not forget that there has been an amazing amount of
doctrinal agreement on the most central truths of Scripture throughout the history of the
church. Indeed, those who have had opportunities for fellowship with Christians in other
parts of the world have discovered the remarkable fact that wherever we find a group of
vital Christians, almost immediately a vast amount of agreement on all the central
doctrines of the Christian faith becomes apparent. Why is this true, no matter what the
society, or culture, or denominational affiliation? It is because they all have been
reading and believing the same Bible, and its primary teachings have been clear.

F. The Role of Scholars

Is there any role then for Bible scholars or for those with specialized knowledge of
Hebrew (for the Old Testament) and Greek (for the New Testament)? Certainly there is
a role for them in at least four areas:

1. They can teach Scripture clearly, communicating its content to others and thus
fulfilling the office of “teacher” mentioned in the New Testament (1 Cor. 12:28; Eph.
4:11).

2. They can explore new areas of understanding the teachings of Scripture. This
exploration will seldom (if ever) involve denial of the main teachings the church has
held throughout its centuries, but it will often involve the application of Scripture to new
areas of life, the answering of difficult questions that have been raised by both believers
and unbelievers at each new period in history, and the continual activity of refining and
making more precise the church’s understanding of detailed points of interpretation of
individual verses or matters of doctrine or ethics. Though the Bible may not seem large
in comparison with the vast amount of literature in the world, it is a rich treasure-house
of wisdom from God that surpasses in value all the other books that have ever been
written. The process of relating its various teachings to one another, synthesizing them,
and applying them to each new generation, is a greatly rewarding task that will never be
completed in this age. Every scholar who deeply loves God’s Word will soon realize
that there 1s much more in Scripture than can be learned in any one lifetime!

3. They can defend the teachings of the Bible against attacks by other scholars or those
with specialized technical training. The role of teaching God’s Word also at times
involves correcting false teachings. One must be able not only “to give instruction in
sound doctrine” but also “to confute those who contradict it” (Titus 1:9; cf. 2 Tim. 2:25,
“correcting his opponents with gentleness”; and Titus 2:7-8). Sometimes those who
attack biblical teachings have specialized training and technical knowledge in historical,
linguistic, or philosophical study, and they use that training to mount rather sophisticated
attacks against the teaching of Scripture. In such cases, believers with similar
specialized skills can use their training to understand and respond to such attacks. Such
training is also very useful in responding to the false teachings of cults and sects. This is
not to say that believers without specialized training are incapable of responding to false
teaching (for most false teaching can be clearly refuted by a believer who prays and has



a good knowledge of the English Bible), but rather that technical points in arguments can
only be answered by those with skills in the technical areas appealed to.

4. They can supplement the study of Scripture for the benefit of the church. Bible
scholars often have training that will enable them to relate the teachings of Scripture to
the rich history of the church, and to make the interpretation of Scripture more precise
and its meaning more vivid with a greater knowledge of the languages and cultures in
which the Bible was written.

These four functions benefit the church as a whole, and all believers should be thankful
for those who perform them. However, these functions do not include the right to decide
for the church as a whole what is true and false doctrine or what is proper conduct in a
difficult situation. If such a right were the preserve of formally trained Bible scholars,
then they would become a governing elite in the church, and the ordinary functioning of
the government of the church as described in the New Testament would cease. The
process of decision-making for the church must be left to the officers of the church,
whether they are scholars or not (and, in a congregational form of church government,
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not only to the officers but also to the people of the church as a whole).”

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

. Ifthe doctrine of the clarity of Scripture is true, why does there seem to be so much
disagreement among Christians about the teaching of the Bible? Observing the diversity of
interpretations of Scripture, some conclude, “People can make the Bible say anything they
want.” How do you think Jesus would respond to this statement?

. What would happen to the church if most believers gave up reading the Bible for themselves and
only listened to Bible teachers or read books about the Bible? If you thought that only expert
scholars could understand the Bible rightly, what would happen to your personal reading of
Scripture? Has this already happened to some extent in your life or in the lives of those you
know?

. Do you think that there are right and wrong interpretations of most or all passages of Scripture?
If you thought the Bible was generally unclear, how would your answer change? Will a
conviction about the clarity of Scripture affect the care you use when studying a text of
Scripture? Will it affect the way you approach Scripture when trying to gain a biblical answer to
some difficult doctrinal or moral problem?

. If even seminary professors disagree about some Bible teaching, can other Christians ever hope
to come to a correct decision on that teaching? (Give reasons for your answer.) Do you think
ordinary people among the Jews at the time of Jesus had a hard time deciding whether to believe
Jesus or the scholarly experts who disagreed with him? Did Jesus expect them to be able to
decide?

. How can a pastor preach biblically based sermons each Sunday without giving the impression
that only people with seminary training (like himself) are able to interpret Scripture rightly? Do
you think it should ever be necessary, in a doctrinal or ethical controversy, for a Bible scholar to
speak in a church and base his main arguments on special meanings of Greek or Hebrew words
that the church members themselves are unable to evaluate or take issue with personally? Is there



an appropriate way for a scholar to use such technical knowledge in popular writing or
speaking?

. Church leaders at the time of Martin Luther said they wanted to keep the Bible in Latin to
prevent the common people from reading it and then misinterpreting it. Evaluate this argument.
Why do you think Martin Luther was so anxious to translate the Bible into German? Why do you
think church leaders in previous centuries have persecuted and even killed men—Iike William
Tyndale in England—who were translating the Bible into the language of the people? Why is the
task of Bible translation into other languages so important a part of the work of missions?

. Does the doctrine of the clarity of Scripture mean that the New Testament can be fully
understood by people who do not have access to an Old Testament?

SPECIAL TERMS

clarity of Scripture hermeneutics
exegesis perspicuity
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HYMN

“Jehovah’s Perfect Law”

This section of Psalm 19 set to music reminds us of many excellent qualities of
Scripture, among them the fact that it is written clearly: “The testimony of the LORD is
sure, making wise the simple” (v. 7).

(Use the tune of “We Come, O Christ, to You.”)
Jehovah’s perfect law restores the soul again;
His testimony sure gives wisdom unto men;
The precepts of the LORD are right,
And fill the heart with great delight.
The LorRD’s commands are pure; they light and joy restore;
Jehovah’s fear is clean, enduring evermore;
His statutes, let the world confess,
Are wholly truth and righteousness.
They are to be desired above the finest gold;
Than honey from the comb more sweetness far they hold;
With warnings they your servant guard,
In keeping them is great reward.
His errors who can know? Cleanse me from hidden stain;
Keep me from willful sins, nor let them o’er me reign;
And then I upright shall appear
And be from great transgressions clear.
Whene’er you search my life, may all my thoughts within
And all the words I speak your full approval win.

O Lord, you are a rock to me,



And my Redeemer you shall be.

FROM: THE PSALTER, 1912 (TAKEN FROM PS. 19:7-14)

NOTES
lCompare the use of this same word in Prov. 1:4; 7:7; 8:5; 9:6; 14:15, 18; 22:3; 27:12.

ZPaul tells the Corinthians, “We write you nothing but what you can read and understand,” and then he adds, “I hope you will understand fully, as you have
understood in part” (2 Cor. 1:13—14). The addition to his first statement does not negate his affirmation of the clarity of what he has written to them, but does
encourage the Corinthians to be diligent in listening carefully to Paul’s words, in order that their partial understanding may be deepened and enriched. Indeed, the very
expression of such a hope shows that Paul assumes his writings are able to be understood (elpizo, “I hope,” in the New Testament expresses a much more confident
expectation of a future event than does the English word hope).

3This interpretation is well defended by Michael Green, The Second Epistle of Peter and the Epistle of Jude, TNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), pp. 100—102.

The old term for the clarity of Scripture was perspicuity, a term that simply means “clarity.” That term itself is not very clear to people today, and I have not used it
in this book.

3] do not mean to suggest that the activity of interpreting Scripture should be an individualistic one: God will often use the writings of others or the personal advice of
others to enable us to understand his Word rightly. The main point is that by whatever means, and primarily through the means of reading Scripture for themselves,
Christians should expect that they will be enabled by God to understand the teachings of Scripture rightly.

8See the discussion of various forms of church government in chapter 47.



Chapter 7

) 1

The Four Characteristics of Scripture: (3) Necessity

For what purposes are the Bible necessary? How much can people know about God
without the Bible?

Do we need to have a Bible or to have someone tell us what the Bible says in order to
know that God exists? Or that we are sinners needing to be saved? Or to know how to
find salvation? Or to know God’s will for our lives? These are the kinds of questions

which an investigation of the necessity of Scripture is intended to answer.

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

The necessity of Scripture may be defined as follows: The necessity of Scripture means
that the Bible is necessary for knowing the gospel, for maintaining spiritual life, and
for knowing God’s will, but is not necessary for knowing that God exists or for
knowing something about God’s character and moral laws.

.. . .. . 1
That definition may now be explained in its various parts.

A. The Bible Is Necessary for Knowledge of the Gospel
In Romans 10:13—17 Paul says:

For, “everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord will be saved.” But how are men to
call upon him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of
whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without a preacher? . . . So faith
comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes by the preaching of Christ.

This statement indicates the following line of reasoning: (1) It first assumes that one
must call upon the name of the Lord to be saved. (In Pauline usage generally as well as
in this specific context [see v. 9], “the Lord” refers to the Lord Jesus Christ.) (2) People
can only call upon the name of Christ if they believe in him (that is, that he is a Savior
worthy of calling upon and one who will answer those who call). (3) People cannot
believe in Christ unless they have heard of him. (4) They cannot hear of Christ unless
there is someone to tell them about Christ (a “preacher’). (5) The conclusion is that
saving faith comes by hearing (that is, by hearing the gospel message), and this hearing
of the gospel message comes about through the preaching of Christ. The implication
seems to be that without hearing the preaching of the gospel of Christ, no one can be
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saved.



This passage is one of several that show that eternal salvation comes only through belief
in Jesus Christ and no other way. Speaking of Christ, John 3:18 says, “He who believes
in him is not condemned; ke who does not believe is condemned already, because he
has not believed in the name of the only Son of God.” Similarly, in John 14:6 Jesus says,
“I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father, but by me.”

Peter, on trial before the Sanhedrin, says, “there is salvation in no one else, for there is
no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).
Of course, the exclusiveness of salvation through Christ is because Jesus is the only one
who ever died for our sins or whoever could have done so. Paul says, “For there is one
God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave
himself as a ransom for all . . .” (1 Tim. 2:5-6). There is no other way to be reconciled
to God than through Christ, for there is no other way of dealing with the guilt of our sin
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before a holy God."

But if people can be saved only through faith in Christ, someone might ask how
believers under the old covenant could have been saved. The answer must be that those
who were saved under the old covenant were also saved through trusting in Christ, even
though their faith was a forward-looking faith based on God’s word of promise that a
Messiah or a Redeemer would come. Speaking of Old Testament believers such as
Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, and Sarah, the author of Hebrews says, “These all died in
faith, not having received what was promised, but having seen it and greeted it from
afar . ..” (Heb. 11:13). The same chapter goes on to say that Moses “considered abuse
suffered for the Christ (or the Messiah) greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for
he looked to the reward” (Heb. 11:26). And Jesus can say of Abraham, “Your father
Abraham rejoiced that he was to see my day; se saw it and was glad” (John 8:56). This
again apparently refers to Abraham’s joy in looking forward to the day of the promised
Messiah. Thus, even Old Testament believers had saving faith in Christ, to whom they
looked forward, not with exact knowledge of the historical details of Christ’s life, but
with great faith in the absolute reliability of God’s word of promise.

The Bible is necessary for salvation, then, in this sense: one must either read the gospel
message in the Bible for oneself, or hear it from another person. Even those believers
who came to salvation in the old covenant did so by trusting in the words of God that
promised a Savior to come.

In fact, these repeated instances of people trusting in God’s words of promise, together
with the verses above that affirm the necessity of hearing about and believing in Christ,
seem to indicate that sinful people need more on which to rest their faith than just an
intuitive guess that God might provide a means of salvation. It seems that the only
foundation firm enough to rest one’s faith on is the word of God itself (whether spoken
or written). This in the earliest times came in very brief form, but from the very
beginning we have evidence of words of God promising a salvation yet to come, words
that were trusted by those people whom God called to himself.



For example, even in the lifetime of Adam and Eve there are some words of God that
point toward a future salvation: in Genesis 3:15 the curse on the serpent includes a
promise that the seed of the woman (one of her descendants) would bruise the head of
the serpent but would himself be hurt in the process—a promise ultimately fulfilled in
Christ. The fact that the first two children of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, offered
sacrifices to the LORD (Gen. 4:3—4) indicates their consciousness of a need to make
some kind of payment for the guilt of their sin, and of God’s promise of acceptance of
sacrifices offered in the right way. Genesis 4:7, “If you do well, will you not be
accepted?” indicates again in the very briefest form a word from God that offered the
provision of some kind of salvation through trusting in the promise of God offered in that
word. As the history of the Old Testament progressed, God’s words of promise became
more and more specific, and the forward-looking faith of God’s people accordingly
became more and more definite. Yet it seems always to have been a faith resting
specifically on the words of God himself.

Thus, although it will be argued below that people can know that God exists and can
know something of his laws apart from Scripture, it seems that there is no possibility of
coming to saving faith apart from specific knowledge of God’s words of promise.

B. The Bible Is Necessary for Maintaining S piritual Life

Jesus says in Matthew 4:4 (quoting Deut. 8:3), “Man shall not live on bread alone, but
on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God” (NASB). Here Jesus indicates
that our spiritual life is maintained by daily nourishment with the Word of God, just as
our physical lives are maintained by daily nourishment with physical food. To neglect
regular reading of God’s Word is as detrimental to the health of our souls as the neglect
of physical food is detrimental to the health of our bodies.

Similarly, Moses tells the people of Israel of the importance of God’s words for their
lives: “For it is no trifle for you, but it is your life, and thereby you shall live long in the
land which you are going over the Jordan to possess” (Deut. 32:47). And Peter
encourages the Christians to whom he writes, “Like newborn babes, long for the pure
spiritual milk, that by it you may grow up to salvation” (1 Peter 2:2). The “pure spiritual
milk” in this context must refer to the Word of God about which Peter has been speaking
(see 1 Peter 1:23-25). The Bible, then, is necessary for maintaining spiritual life and for
growth in the Christian life.

C. The Bible Is Necessary for Certain Knowledge of God’s Will

It will be argued below that all people ever born have some knowledge of God’s will
through their consciences. But this knowledge is often indistinct and cannot give
certainty. In fact, if there were no written Word of God, we could not gain certainty
about God’s will through other means such as conscience, advice from others, an
internal witness of the Holy Spirit, changed circumstances, and the use of sanctified
reasoning and common sense. These all might give an approximation of God’s will in



more or less reliable ways, but from these means alone no certainty about God’s will
could ever be attained, at least in a fallen world where sin distorts our perception of
right and wrong, brings faulty reasoning into our thinking processes, and causes us to
suppress from time to time the testimony of our consciences (cf. Jer. 17:9; Rom. 2:14—
15; 1 Cor. 8:10; Heb. 5:14; 10:22; also 1 Tim. 4:2; Titus 1:15).

In the Bible, however, we have clear and definite statements about God’s will. God has
not revealed all things to us, but he has revealed enough for us to know his will: “The
secret things belong to the LORD our God; but the things that are revealed belong to us
and to our children for ever, that we may do all the words of this law” (Deut. 29:29).
As 1t was 1n the time of Moses, so 1t 1s now with us: God has revealed his words to us
that we might obey his laws and thereby do his will. To be “blameless” in God’s sight is
to “walk in the law of the LorD” (Ps. 119:1). The “blessed” man is one who does not
follow the will of wicked people (Ps. 1:1), but delights “in the law of the LorD, ” and
meditates on God’s law “day and night” (Ps. 1:2). To love God (and thereby to actin a
way that is pleasing to him) is to “keep his commandments” (1 John 5:3). If we are to
have a certain knowledge of God’s will, then, we must attain it through the study of
Scripture.

In fact, in one sense it can be argued that the Bible is necessary for certain knowledge
about anything. A philosopher might argue as follows: The fact that we do not know
everything requires us to be uncertain about everything we do claim to know. This is
because some fact unknown to us may yet turn out to prove that what we thought to be
true was actually false. For example, we think we know our date of birth, our name, our
age, and so forth. But we must admit that it is possible that some day we could find that
our parents had given us false information and our “certain” knowledge would then turn
out to be incorrect. Regarding events that we personally have experienced, we all
realize how it is possible for us to “remember” words or events incorrectly and find
ourselves later corrected by more accurate information. We can usually be more certain
about the events of our present experience, so long as it remains present (but even that,
someone might argue, could be a dream, and we will only discover this fact when we
wake up!). At any rate, it is difficult to answer the philosopher’s question: If we do not
know all the facts in the universe, past, present, and future, how can we ever attain
certainty that we have correct information about any one fact?

Ultimately, there are only two possible solutions to this problem: (1) We must learn all
the facts of the universe in order to be sure that no subsequently discovered fact will
prove our present ideas to be false; or (2) someone who does know all the facts in the
universe, and who never lies, could tell us some true facts that we can then be sure will
never be contradicted.

This second solution is in fact what we have when we have God’s words in Scripture.
God knows all facts that ever have been or ever will be. And this God who is
omniscient (all-knowing) has absolutely certain knowledge: there can never be any fact
that he does not already know; thus, there can never be any fact that would prove that



something God thinks is actually false. Now it is from this infinite storehouse of certain
knowledge that God, who never lies, has spoken to us in Scripture, in which he has told
us many true things about himself, about ourselves, and about the universe that he has
made. No fact can ever turn up to contradict the truth spoken by this one who 1s
omniscient.

Thus, it 1s appropriate for us to be more certain about the truths we read in Scripture
than about any other knowledge we have. If we are to talk about degrees of certainty of
knowledge we have, then the knowledge we attain from Scripture would have the
highest degree of certainty: if the word “certain” can be applied to any kind of human
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knowledge, it can be applied to this knowledge.”

This concept of the certainty of knowledge that we attain from Scripture then gives us a
reasonable basis for affirming the correctness of much of the other knowledge that we
have. We read Scripture and find that its view of the world around us, of human nature,
and of ourselves corresponds closely to the information we have gained from our own
sense-experiences of the world around us. Thus we are encouraged to trust our sense-
experiences of the world around us: our observations correspond with the absolute truth
of Scripture; therefore, our observations are also true and, by and large, reliable. Such
confidence in the general reliability of observations made with our eyes and ears is
further confirmed by the fact that it is God who has made these faculties and who in
Scripture frequently encourages us to use them (compare also Prov. 20:12: “The hearing
ear and the seeing eye, the LORD has made them both”).

In this way the Christian who takes the Bible as God’s Word escapes from
philosophical skepticism about the possibility of attaining certain knowledge with our
finite minds. In this sense, then, it is correct to say that for people who are not
omniscient, the Bible is necessary for certain knowledge about anything.

This fact 1s important for the following discussion, where we affirm that unbelievers can
know something about God from the general revelation that is seen in the world around
them. Although this is true, we must recognize that in a fallen world knowledge gained
by observation of the world is always imperfect and always liable to error or
misinterpretation. Therefore the knowledge of God and creation gained from Scripture
must be used to interpret correctly the creation around us. Using the theological terms
that we will define below, we can say that we need special revelation to interpret

. . 5
general revelation rightly.

D. But the Bible Is Not Necessary for Knowing That God Exists

What about people who do not read the Bible? Can they obtain any knowledge of God?
Can they know anything about his laws? Yes, without the Bible some knowledge of God
is possible, even if it is not absolutely certain knowledge.

People can obtain a knowledge that God exists, and a knowledge of some of his



attributes, simply from observation of themselves and the world around them. David
says, “The heavens are telling the glory of God,; and the firmament proclaims his
handiwork” (Ps. 19:1). To look at the sky is to see evidence of the infinite power,
wisdom, and even beauty of God; it is to observe a majestic witness to the glory of God.
Similarly, Barnabas and Paul tell the Greek inhabitants of Lystra about the living God
who made the heavens and the earth: “In past generations he allowed all the nations to
walk in their own ways; yet he did not leave himself without witness, for he did good
and gave you from heaven rains and fruitful seasons, satisfying your hearts with food and
gladness” (Acts 14:16—17). Rains and fruitful seasons, food produced from the earth,
and gladness in people’s hearts, all bear witness to the fact that their Creator is a God of
mercy, of love, and even of joy. These evidences of God are all around us in creation to
be seen by those who are willing to see them.

Even those who by their wickedness suppress the truth cannot avoid the evidences of
God’s existence and nature in the created order:

For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them.
Ever since the creation of the world Ais invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and
deity, has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made. So they are without
excuse; for although they knew God they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him,
but they became futile in their thinking and their senseless minds were darkened. (Rom.
1:19-21)

Here Paul says not only that creation gives evidence of God’s existence and character,
but also that even wicked men recognize that evidence. What can be known about God is
“plain to them” and in fact “they knew God” (apparently, they knew who he was), but
“they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him.” This passage allows us to say
that all persons, even the most wicked, have some internal knowledge or perception that
God exists and that he is a powerful Creator. This knowledge is seen “in the things that
have been made,” a phrase that refers to all creation. Yet it is probably in seeing
mankind created in the image of God—that 1s, in seeing both themselves and other
people—that even wicked persons see the greatest evidence of God’s existence and

6
nature.

Thus, even without the Bible, all persons who have ever lived have had evidence in
creation that God exists, that he 1s the Creator and they are creatures, and have also had
some evidence of his character. As a result, they themselves have known something
about God from this evidence (even though this is never said to be a knowledge that is
able to bring them to salvation).

E. Furthermore, the Bible Is Not Necessary for Knowing
Something About God’s Character and Moral Laws

Paul goes on in Romans 1 to show that even unbelievers who have no written record of
God’s laws still have in their consciences some understanding of God’s moral demands.



Speaking of a long list of sins (“envy, murder, strife, deceit. . .”), Paul says of wicked
people who practice them, “Though they know God’s decree that those who do such
things deserve to die, they not only do them but approve those who practice them”
(Rom. 1:32). Wicked people know that their sin is wrong, at least in large measure.

Paul then talks about the activity of conscience in Gentiles who do not have the written
law:

When Gentiles who have not the law do by nature what the law requires, they are a law to
themselves, even though they do not have the law. They show that what the law requires is
written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness and their conflicting
thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them. . . .” (Rom. 2:14-15)

The consciences of unbelievers bear witness to God’s moral standards, but at times this

evidence of God’s law on the hearts of unbelievers is distorted or suppressed.Z
Sometimes their thoughts “accuse” them and sometimes their thoughts “excuse” them,
Paul says. The knowledge of God’s laws derived from such sources 1s never perfect, but
it is enough to give an awareness of God’s moral demands to all mankind. (And it is on
this basis that Paul argues that all humanity is held guilty before God for sin, even those
who do not have the written laws of God in Scripture.)

The knowledge of God’s existence, character, and moral law, which comes through
creation to all humanity, is often called “general revelation” (because it comes to all

people generally).8 General revelation comes through observing nature, through seeing
God’s directing influence in history, and through an inner sense of God’s existence and
his laws that he has placed inside every person. General revelation is distinct from
“special revelation,” which refers to God’s words addressed to specific people, such
as the words of the Bible, the words of the Old Testament prophets and New Testament
apostles, and the words of God spoken in personal address, such as at Mount Sinai or at
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the baptism of Jesus.™

Special revelation includes all the words of Scripture but is not limited to the words of
Scripture, for it also includes, for example, many words of Jesus that were not recorded
in Scripture, and probably there were many words spoken by Old Testament prophets
and New Testament apostles that were not recorded in Scripture either.

The fact that all people know something of God’s moral laws is a great blessing for
society, for unless they did there would be no societal restraint on the evil that people
would do and no restraint from their consciences. Because there is some common
knowledge of right and wrong, Christians can often find much consensus with non-
Christians in matters of civil law, community standards, basic ethics for business and
professional activity, and acceptable patterns of conduct in ordinary life. Moreover, we
can appeal to the sense of rightness within people’s hearts (Rom. 2:14) when attempting
to enact better laws or overturn bad laws, or to right some other injustices in society



around us. The knowledge of God’s existence and character also provides a basis of
information that enables the gospel to make sense to a non-Christian’s heart and mind:
unbelievers know that God exists and that they have broken his standards, so the news
that Christ died to pay for their sins should truly come as good news to them.

However, it must be emphasized that Scripture nowhere indicates that people can know
the gospel, or know the way of salvation, through such general revelation. They may
know that God exists, that he is their Creator, that they owe him obedience, and that they
have sinned against him. The existence of systems of sacrifice in primitive religions
throughout history attests to the fact that these things can be clearly known by people
apart from the Bible. The repeated occurrences of the “rain and fruitful seasons”
mentioned in Acts 14:17 may even lead some people to reason that God is not only holy
and righteous but also loving and forgiving. But how the holiness and justice of God can
ever be reconciled with his willingness to forgive sins is a mystery that has never been
solved by any religion apart from the Bible. Nor does the Bible give us any hope that it
ever can be discovered apart from specific revelation from God. It is the great wonder
of our redemption that God himself has provided the way of salvation by sending his
own Son, who is both God and man, to be our representative and bear the penalty for our
sins, thus combining the justice and love of God in one infinitely wise and amazingly
gracious act. This fact, which seems commonplace to the Christian ear, should not lose
its wonder for us: it could never have been conceived by man alone apart from God’s
special, verbal revelation.

Furthermore, even if an adherent of a primitive religion could think that God somehow
must have himself paid the penalty for our sins, such a thought would only be an
extraordinary speculation. It could never be held with enough certainty to be the ground
on which to rest saving faith unless God himself confirmed such speculation with his
own words, namely, the words of the gospel proclaiming either that this indeed was
going to happen (if the revelation came in the time before Christ) or that it indeed has
happened (if the revelation came in the time after Christ). The Bible never views human
speculation apart from the Word of God as a sufficient basis on which fo rest saving

faith: such saving faith, according to Scripture, is always confidence or trust in God that
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rests on the truthfulness of God’s own words.”

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

1. When you are witnessing to an unbeliever, what is the one thing above all others that you should
want him or her to read? Do you know of anyone who ever became a Christian without either
reading the Bible or hearing someone tell him or her what the Bible said? What then is the
primary task of an evangelistic missionary? How should the necessity of Scripture affect our
missionary orientation?

2. Do you nourish your soul on the spiritual food of the Word as carefully and diligently as you
nourish your body on physical food? What makes us so spiritually insensitive that we feel
physical hunger much more acutely than spiritual hunger? What is the remedy?

3. When we are actively seeking to know God’s will, where should we spend most of our time and



effort? In practice, where do you spend most of your time and effort when seeking to find God’s
will? Do God’s principles in Scripture and the apparent guidance we receive from feelings,
conscience, advice, circumstances, human reasoning, or society ever seem to conflict? How
should we seek to resolve the conflict?

. Is it a hopeless task to work for civil legislation based on standards that accord with God’s
moral principles in Scripture? Why is there good reason to hope that we will finally be able to
persuade a great majority of our society to adopt laws consistent with scriptural norms? What
would hinder this effort?

SPECIAL TERMS
general revelation necessity of Scripture
natural revelation special revelation
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SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE

Matthew 4:4: But he answered, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every
word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” ”

HYMN

“Teach Me, O Lord, Your Way of Truth”
(Use the familiar tune of “Jesus Shall Reign.”)

Teach me, O Lord, your way of truth,
And from it I will not depart;

That I may steadfastly obey,

Give me an understanding heart.

In your commandments make me walk,
For in your law my joy shall be;
Give me a heart that loves your will,
From discontent and envy free.

Turn now my eyes from vanity,

And cause me in your ways to tread;
O let your servant prove your Word
and thus to godly fear be led.

Turn away my reproach and fear;
Your righteous judgments I confess;

To know your precepts I desire;



Revive me in your righteousness.

FROM: THE PSALTER, 1912 (TAKEN FROM PS. 119:33-40)

An alternative hymn for this chapter is a modern Scripture song, “Seek Ye First the
Kingdom of God.” The second verse of this song (““Man shall not live on bread

alone. . .”) is a quotation of Matthew 4:4 and expresses the necessity of Scripture for
maintaining our spiritual life: we live on every word that proceeds from the mouth of
God. The other verses of the song do not speak directly of the doctrine of the necessity
of Scripture but do contain the words of gospel invitation (vv. 1, 4, 5). All verses in the
song are direct quotations of Scripture, and, as such, will be spiritually nourishing for us
to sing and meditate on.

NOTES

L1As the subsequent sections indicate, when this definition says that the Bible is necessary for certain things, I do not mean to imply that an actual printed copy of the
Bible is necessary for every person, because sometimes people hear the Bible read aloud or hear others tell them some of the contents of the Bible. But even these oral
communications of the contents of the Bible are based on the existence of written copies of the Bible to which other people have access.

2Someone might object that the following verse, Rom. 10:18, in its quotation of Ps. 19:4, “Their voice has gone out to all the earth, and their words to the ends of the
world,” implies that all people everywhere have already heard the gospel message or the message of Christ. But in the context of Psalm 19, verse 4 only speaks of the
fact that the natural creation, especially the heavens above, proclaim God’s glory and the greatness of his creative activity. There is no thought here of the proclamation
of salvation through Christ. The idea that all people every where have heard the gospel of Christ through natural revelation would also be contrary to Paul’s missionary
activities.

20n the question of whether it is fair of God to condemn people who have never heard of Christ, see the discussion in chapter 19 and chapter 32.

This statement assumes that we have become convinced that Scripture is indeed the very words of God, and that we have understood at least some portions of
Scripture correctly. Yet at this point the doctrine of the clarity of Scripture discussed in the previous chapter assures us that we will be able to understand the
teachings of Scripture correctly, and the overwhelming testimony of Scripture to its own divine authorship (discussed in the chapters above concerning different forms
of the Word of God and concerning the authority of Scripture), made persuasive to us by the work of the Holy Spirit, convinces us of the divine authorship of
Scripture. In this sense the argument becomes not so much circular as something like a spiral where each section of the doctrine of Scripture reinforces the other and
deepens our persuasion of the truthfulness of other sections of the doctrine of Scripture. By this process, our persuasion that Scripture is God’s Word, that it is truth,
that it is clear, and that knowledge which we attain from it is certain, becomes stronger and stronger the more we study and reflect on it.

We can of course speak of degrees of certainty that we might have concerning the fact that the Bible is God’s Word, and degrees of certainty that our interpretation of
any one teaching in Scripture is correct. Then from the standpoint of individual personal experience, we could say that our certainty of the correctness of knowledge
that we have from Scripture becomes greater in proportion to our certainty about the God-breathed character and clarity of Scripture.

Yet from a theological standpoint, if we begin with an agreement that Scripture is God-breathed and that we do understand its teachings (at least its major teachings)
correctly, then it is appropriate to say that the knowledge we attain from Scripture is more certain than any other knowledge we have.

3See beginning of chapter 7 for definitions of general revelation and special revelation.

%The Swiss theologian Karl Barth (1886—1968) denied that natural man can know anything of God through the general revelation found in nature, but insisted that
knowledge of God can only come through a knowledge of God’s grace in Christ. His radical rejection of natural revelation has not gained wide acceptance; it rests upon
the unlikely view that Rom. 1:21 refers to a knowledge of God in theory but not in fact.

IThe consciences of unbelievers will be suppressed or hardened in various areas of morality, depending on cultural influences and personal circumstances. A
cannibalistic society, for example, will have many members whose consciences are hardened and insensitive with regard to the evil of murder, while modern American
society, for example, exhibits very little sensitivity of conscience with regard to the evil of falsehood in speech, or disrespect for parental authority, or sexual
immorality. M oreover, individuals who repeatedly commit a certain sin will often find the pangs of conscience diminishing after time: a thief may feel very guilty after
his first or second robbery but feel little guilt after his twentieth. The witness of conscience is still there in each case, but it is suppressed through repeated wickedness.

8For an extensive discussion of the history of the doctrine of general revelation and its basis in Scripture, see Bruce Demarest, General Revelation (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1982); see also the excellent treatment of this doctrine in Gordon R. Lewis and Bruce A. Demarest, Integrative Theology, 1:59-91.

2See chapter 2, for a discussion of God’s words of personal address, God’s words spoken through the lips of human beings, and God’s words in Scripture, all of which
fall in the category of special revelation.

L%n the New Testament, we should also note that it is specifically the Word of God that is said to be the agent that God uses in giving people spiritual life (James
1:18; 1 Peter 1:23).



Chapter 8

) 1

The Four Characteristics of Scripture: (4) Sufficiency

Is the Bible enough for knowing what God wants us to think or do?

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

Are we to look for other words from God in addition to those we have in Scripture? The
doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture addresses this question.

A. Definiton of the Sufficiency of Scripture

We can define the sufficiency of Scripture as follows: The sufficiency of Scripture
means that Scripture contained all the words of God he intended his people to have at
each stage of redemptive history, and that it now contains everything we need God to
tell us for salvation, for trusting him perfectly, and for obeying him perfectly.

This definition emphasizes that it is in Scripture alone that we are to search for God’s
words to us. It also reminds us that God considers what he has told us in the Bible to be
enough for us, and that we should rejoice in the great revelation that he has given us and
be content with it.

Significant scriptural support and explanation of this doctrine is found in Paul’s words
to Timothy, “from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings which
are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3:15). The
context shows that “sacred writings” here means the written words of Scripture (2 Tim.
3:16). This is an indication that the words of God which we have in Scripture are all the
words of God we need in order to be saved: these words are able to make us wise “for
salvation.” This is confirmed by other passages that talk about the words of Scripture as
the means God uses to bring us to salvation (James 1:18; 1 Peter 1:23).

Other passages indicate that the Bible is sufficient to equip us for living the Christian
life. Once again Paul writes to Timothy, “All scripture is inspired by God and profitable
for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man
of God may be complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16—17).

Here Paul indicates that one purpose for which God caused Scripture to be written is to
train us that we might be “equipped for every good work.” If there is any “good work”
that God wants a Christian to do, this passage indicates that God has made provision in
his Word for training the Christian in it. Thus, there 1s no “good work” that God wants
us to do other than those that are taught somewhere in Scripture: it can equip us for every



good work.

A similar teaching is found in Psalm 119: “Blessed are those whose way is blameless
who walk in the law of the LOrRD!” (v. 1). This verse shows an equivalence between
being “blameless” and “walking in the law of the LORD”: those who are blameless are
those who walk in the law of the Lord. Here again is an indication that all that God
requires of us is recorded in his written Word: simply to do all that the Bible commands
us is to be blameless in God’s sight.

To be morally perfect in God’s sight, then, what must we do in addition to what God
commands us in Scripture? Nothing! Nothing at all! If we simply keep the words of
Scripture we will be “blameless” and we will be doing “every good work™ that God
expects of us.

B. We Can Find All That God Has Said on Particular Topics,
and We Can Find Answers to Our Questions

Of course, we realize that we will never perfectly obey all of Scripture in this life (see
James 3:2; 1 John 1:8-10; and chapter 24, below). Thus, it may not at first seem very
significant to say that all we have to do is what God commands us in the Bible, since we
will never be able to obey it all in this life anyway. But the truth of the sufficiency of
Scripture is of great significance for our Christian lives, for it enables us to focus our
search for God’s words to us on the Bible alone and saves us from the endless task of
searching through all the writings of Christians throughout history, or through all the
teachings of the church, or through all the subjective feelings and impressions that come

to our minds from day to day,l in order to find what God requires of us. In a very
practical sense, it means that we are able to come to clear conclusions on many
teachings of Scripture. For example, though it requires some work, it is possible to find
all the biblical passages that are directly relevant to the matters of marriage and divorce,
or the responsibilities of parents to children, or the relationship between a Christian and
civil government.

This doctrine means, moreover, that it is possible to collect all the passages that directly
relate to doctrinal issues such as the atonement, or the person of Christ, or the work of
the Holy Spirit in the believer’s life today. In these and hundreds of other moral and
doctrinal questions, the biblical teaching about the sufficiency of Scripture gives us
confidence that we will be able to find what God requires us to think or to do in these
areas. In many of these areas we can attain confidence that we, together with the vast
majority of the church throughout history, have found and correctly formulated what God
wants us to think or to do. Simply stated, the doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture tells
us that it 1s possible to study systematic theology and ethics and find answers to our
questions.

At this point we differ from Roman Catholic theologians, who would say that we have
not found all that God says to us about any particular subject until we have also listened



to the official teaching of the church throughout its history. We would respond that
although the history of the church may help us to understand what God says to us in the
Bible, never in church history has God added to the teachings or commands of Scripture:
Nowhere in church history outside of Scripture has God added anything that he requires
us to believe or to do. Scripture is sufficient to equip us for “every good work,” and to
walk in its ways is to be “blameless” in God’s sight.

At this point we also differ from nonevangelical theologians who are not convinced that
the Bible is God’s Word in any unique or absolutely authoritative sense, and who would
therefore search not only the Bible but also many other early Christian writings in an
attempt to find not so much what God said to mankind but rather what many early
Christians experienced in their relationship with God. They would not expect to arrive
at a single, unified conclusion about what God wants us to think or do with regard to any
particular question, but to discover a variety of opinions and viewpoints collected
around some major unifying ideas. All of the viewpoints held by early Christians in any
of the early churches would then be potentially valid viewpoints for Christians to hold
today as well. To this we would reply that our search for answers to theological and
ethical questions is not a search to find what various believers have thought in the
history of the church, but is a quest to find and understand what God himself says to us in
his own words, which are found in Scripture and only in Scripture.

C. The Amount of Scripture Given Was Sufficient at Each Stage of Redemptive History

The doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture does not imply that God cannot add any more
words to those he has already spoken to his people. It rather implies that man cannot add
on his own initiative any words to those that God has already spoken. Furthermore, it
implies that in fact God has not spoken to mankind any more words which he requires
us to believe or obey other than those which we have now in the Bible.

This point is important, for it helps us to understand how God could tell his people that
his words to them were sufficient at many different points in the history of redemption,
and how he could nevertheless add to those words later. For example, in Deuteronomy
29:29 Moses says, “The secret things belong to the LORD our God; but the things that are
revealed belong to us and to our children for ever, that we may do all the words of this
law.”

This verse reminds us that God has always taken the initiative in revealing things to us.
He has decided what to reveal and what not to reveal. At each stage in redemptive
history, the things that God had revealed were for his people for that time, and they were
to study, believe, and obey those things. With further progress in the history of
redemption, more of God’s words were added, recording and interpreting that history
(see chapter 3 above regarding the development of the canon).

Thus, at the time of the death of Moses, the first five books of our Old Testament were
sufficient for God’s people at that time. But God directed later authors to add more so
that Scripture would be sufficient for believers in subsequent times. For Christians



today, the words from God that we have in the Old and New Testaments together are
sufficient for us during the church age. After the death, resurrection, and ascension of
Christ, and the founding of the early church as recorded in the New Testament, and the
assembling of the books of the New Testament canon, no further central redemptive acts
of God in history (acts that have direct relevance for all God’s people for all subsequent
time) have occurred, and thus no further words of God have been given to record and
interpret those acts for us.

This means that we can cite Scripture texts from throughout the canon to show that the
principle of the sufficiency of God’s revelation to his people at each particular time has
remained the same. In this sense, these verses that talk about the sufficiency of Scripture
in earlier periods are directly applicable to us as well, even though the extent of the
Bible to which they refer in our situation is greater than the extent of the Scripture to
which they referred in their original setting. The following texts from Scripture thus
apply to us also in that sense:

You shall not add to the word which I command you, nor take from it; that you may keep the
commandments of the LORD your God which I command you. (Deut. 4:2)

Everything that I command you you shall be careful to do; you shall not add to it or take
from it. (Deut. 12:32)

Every word of God proves true; he is a shield to those who take refuge in him. Do not add to
his words, lest he rebuke you, and you be found a liar. (Prov. 30:5-6)

I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to them,
God will add to him the plagues described in this book, and if anyone takes away from the
words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away his share in the tree of life and in the

holy city, which are described in this book. (Rev. 22:1 8—19)Z

D. Practical Applications of the Sufficiency of Scripture

The doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture has several practical applications to our
Christian lives. The following list is intended to be helpful but not exhaustive.

1. The sufficiency of Scripture should encourage us as we try to discover what God
would have us to think (about a particular doctrinal issue) or to do (in a particular
situation). We should be encouraged that everything God wants to tell us about that
question is to be found in Scripture. This does not mean that the Bible answers all the
questions that we might think up, for “The secret things belong to the LorD our God”
(Deut. 29:29). But it does mean that when we are facing a problem of genuine
importance to our Christian life, we can approach Scripture with the confidence that
from it God will provide us with guidance for that problem.

There will of course be some times when the answer we find is that Scripture does not



speak directly to our question. (This would be the case, for example, if we tried to find
from Scripture what “order of worship” to follow on Sunday mornings, or whether it is
better to kneel or perhaps to stand when we pray, or at what time we should eat our
meals during the day, etc.) In those cases, we may conclude that God has not required us
to think or to act in any certain way with regard to that question (except, perhaps, in
terms of more general principles regarding our attitudes and goals). But in many other
cases we will find direct and clear guidance from the Lord to equip us for “every good
work” (2 Tim. 3:17).

As we go through life, frequent practice in searching Scripture for guidance will result
in an increasing ability to find accurate, carefully formulated answers to our problems
and questions. Lifelong growth in understanding Scripture will thus include growth in
the skill of rightly understanding the Bible’s teachings and applying them to specific
questions.

2. The sufficiency of Scripture reminds us that we are to add nothing to Scripture, and
that we are to consider no other writings of equal value to Scripture. This principle is
violated by almost all cults and sects. Mormons, for example, claim to believe the
Bible, but they also claim divine authority for the Book of Mormon. Christian Scientists
similarly claim to believe the Bible, but in practice they hold the book Science and
Health With a Key to the Scriptures, by Mary Baker Eddy, on a par with Scripture or
above it in authority. Since these claims violate God’s commands not to add to his
words, we should not think that any additional words from God to us would be found in
these writings. Even in Christian churches a similar error is sometimes made when
people go beyond what Scripture says and assert with great confidence new ideas about
God or heaven, basing their teachings not on Scripture but on their own speculation or
even on claimed experiences of dying and coming back to life.

3. The sufficiency of Scripture also tells us that God does not require us to believe
anything about himself or his redemptive work that is not found in Scripture. Among
writings from the time of the early church are some collections of alleged sayings of
Jesus that were not preserved in the Gospels. It is likely that at least some of the
“sayings of Jesus” found in these writings are rather accurate records of things Jesus
actually said (though it is now impossible for us to determine with any high degree of
probability which sayings those are). But it does not really matter at all for our Christian
lives if we never read any of those sayings, for God has caused to be recorded in
Scripture everything that we need to know about Jesus’ words and deeds in order to
trust and obey him perfectly. Though these collections of sayings do have some limited
value in linguistic research and perhaps in the study of the history of the church, they are
of no direct value whatever for us in learning what we should believe about the life and
teachings of Christ, or in formulating our doctrinal or ethical convictions.

4. The sufficiency of Scripture shows us that no modern revelations from God are to be
placed on a level equal to Scripture in authority. At various times throughout the
history of the church, and particularly in the modern charismatic movement, people have



claimed that God has given revelations through them for the benefit of the church.
.3 .
However we may evaluate such claims, we must be careful never to allow (in theory or

in practice) the placing of such revelations on a level equal to Scriptulre.it We must insist
that God does not require us to believe anything about himself or his work in the world
that is contained in these revelations but not in Scripture. And we must insist that God
does not require us to obey any moral directives that come to us through such means but
that are not confirmed by Scripture. The Bible contains everything we need God to tell

5
us for trusting and obeying him perfectly.

It should also be noted at this point that whenever challenges to the sufficiency of
Scripture have come in the form of other documents to be placed alongside Scripture
(whether from extrabiblical Christian literature of the first century or from the
accumulated teachings of the Roman Catholic Church, or from the books of various cults
such as the Book of Mormon), the result has always been (1) to deemphasize the
teachings of the Bible itself and (2) to begin to teach some things that are contrary to
Scripture. This is a danger of which the church must constantly be aware.

5. With regard to living the Christian life, the sufficiency of Scripture reminds us that
nothing is sin that is not forbidden by Scripture either explicitly or by implication. To
walk in the law of the Lord is to be “blameless” (Ps. 119:1). Therefore we are not to
add prohibitions to those already stated in Scripture. From time to time there may be
situations in which it would be wrong, for example, for an individual Christian to drink
coffee or Coca-Cola, or to attend movie theaters, or to eat meat offered to idols (see 1
Cor. 8-10), but unless some specific teaching or some general principle of Scripture can
be shown to prohibit these (or any other activities) for all believers for all time, we
must insist that these activities are not in themselves sinful and they are not in all

6
situations prohibited by God for his people.

This also is an important principle because there is always the tendency among
believers to begin to neglect the regular daily searching of Scripture for guidance and to
begin to live by a set of written or unwritten rules (or denominational traditions)
concerning what one does or does not do in the Christian life.

Furthermore, whenever we add to the list of sins that are prohibited by Scripture itself,
there will be harm to the church and to the lives of individual believers. The Holy Spirit
will not empower obedience to rules that do not have God’s approval from Scripture,
nor will believers generally find delight in obedience to commands that do not accord
with the laws of God written on their hearts. In some cases, Christians may repeatedly
and earnestly plead with God for “victory” over supposed sins that are in fact no sins at
all, yet no “victory” will be given, for the attitude or action in question is in fact not a
sin and is not displeasing to God. Great discouragement in prayer and frustration in the
Christian life generally may be the outcome.

In other cases, continued or even increasing disobedience to these new “sins” will



result, together with a false sense of guilt and a resulting alienation from God. Often
there arises an increasingly uncompromising and legalistic insistence on these new rules
on the part of those who do follow them, and genuine fellowship among believers in the
church will fade away. Evangelism will often be stifled, for the silent proclamation of
the gospel that comes from the lives of believers will at least seem (to outsiders) to
include the additional requirement that one must fit this uniform pattern of life in order to
become a member of the body of Christ.

One clear example of such an addition to the commands of Scripture is found in the
opposition of the Roman Catholic Church to “artificial” methods of birth control, a
policy that finds no valid support in Scripture. Widespread disobedience, alienation,
and false guilt have been the result. Yet such is the propensity of human nature to make
such rules that other examples can probably be found in the written or unwritten
traditions of almost every denomination.

6. The sufficiency of Scripture also tells us that nothing is required of us by God that is
not commanded in Scripture either explicitly or by implication. This reminds us that
the focus of our search for God’s will ought to be on Scripture, rather than on seeking
guidance through prayer for changed circumstances or altered feelings or direct guidance
from the Holy Spirit apart from Scripture. It also means that if someone claims to have a
message from God telling us what we ought to do, we need never assume that it is sin to
disobey such a message unless it can be confirmed by the application of Scripture itself
to our situation.

The discovery of this great truth could bring tremendous joy and peace to the lives of
thousands of Christians who, spending countless hours seeking God’s will outside of
Scripture, are often uncertain about whether they have found it. In fact, many Christians
today have very little confidence in their ability to discover God’s will with any degree
of certainty. Thus, there is little striving to do God’s will (for who can know it?) and
little growth 1n holiness before God.

The opposite ought to be true. Christians who are convinced of the sufficiency of
Scripture should begin eagerly to seek and find God’s will in Scripture. They should be
eagerly and regularly growing in obedience to God, knowing great freedom and peace in
the Christian life. Then they would be able to say with the psalmist:

I will keep your law continually,

for ever and ever;

and I shall walk at liberty,

for I have sought your precepts. . . .

Great peace have those who love your law;



nothing can make them stumble. (Ps. 119:44-45, 165)

7. The sufficiency of Scripture reminds us that in our doctrinal and ethical teaching we should
emphasize what Scripture emphasizes and be content with what God has told us in Scripture.
There are some subjects about which God has told us little or nothing in the Bible. We must
remember that “The secret things belong to the LORD our God” (Deut. 29:29) and that God has
revealed to us in Scripture exactly what he deemed right for us. We must accept this and not think that
Scripture is something less than it should be, or begin to wish that God had given us much more
information about subjects on which there are very few scriptural references. Of course, there will be
some situations where we are confronted with a particular problem that requires a great deal of
attention, far greater than the emphasis that it receives in the teaching of Scripture. But those situations
should be relatively infrequent and should not be representative of the general course of our lives or
ministries.

It is characteristic of many cults that they emphasize obscure portions or teachings of
Scripture (one thinks of the Mormon emphasis on baptism for the dead, a subject that is
mentioned in only one verse in the Bible [1 Cor. 15:29], in a phrase whose exact
meaning is apparently impossible now to determine with certainty). But a similar error
was made by an entire generation of liberal New Testament scholars in the earlier part
of this century, who devoted most of their scholarly lives to a futile search for the
sources “behind” our present gospel narratives or to a search for the “authentic” sayings
of Jesus.

Unfortunately, a similar pattern has too often occurred among evangelicals within
various denominations. The doctrinal matters that have divided evangelical Protestant
denominations from one another have almost uniformly been matters on which the Bible
places relatively little emphasis, and matters in which our conclusions must be drawn
from skillful inference much more than from direct biblical statements. For example,
abiding denominational differences have occurred or have been maintained over the
“proper” form of church government, the exact nature of Christ’s presence in the Lord’s
Supper, the exact sequence of the events surrounding Christ’s return, the categories of
persons who should be admitted to the Lord’s Supper, the way in which God planned
that the merits of Christ’s death would be applied to believers and not applied to
unbelievers, the proper subjects for baptism, the correct understanding of the “baptism
in the Holy Spirit,” and so forth.

We should not say that these issues are all unimportant, nor should we say that Scripture
gives no solution to any of them (indeed, with respect to many of them a specific
solution will be defended in subsequent chapters of this book). However, since all of
these topics receive relatively little direct emphasis in Scripture, it is ironic and tragic
that denominational leaders will so often give much of their lives to defending precisely
the minor doctrinal points that make their denominations different from others. Is such
effort really motivated by a desire to bring unity of understanding to the church, or might
it stem in some measure from human pride, a desire to retain power over others, and an
attempt at self-justification, which is displeasing to God and ultimately unedifying to the



church?

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

. In the process of growing in the Christian life and deepening your relationship with God,
approximately how much emphasis have you placed on reading the Bible itself and how much on
reading other Christian books? In seeking to know God’s will for your daily life, what is the
relative emphasis you have put on reading Scripture itself and on reading other Christian books?
Do you think the doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture will cause you to place more emphasis
on reading Scripture itself?

. What are some of the doctrinal or moral questions you are wondering about? Has this chapter
increased your confidence in the ability of Scripture to provide a clear answer for some of those
questions?

. Have you ever wished that the Bible would say more than it does about a certain subject? Or
less? What do you think motivated that wish? After reading this chapter, how would you
approach someone who expressed such a wish today? How is God’s wisdom shown in the fact
that he chose not to make the Bible a great deal longer or a great deal shorter than it actually 1s?
. If the Bible contains everything we need God to tell us for obeying him perfectly, what is the
role of the following in helping us to find God’s will for ourselves: advice from others; sermons
or Bible classes; our consciences; our feelings; the leading of the Holy Spirit as we sense him
prompting our inward desires and subjective impressions; changes in circumstances; the gift of
prophecy (if you think it can function today)?

. In the light of this chapter, how would you find God’s “perfect” will for your life? Is it possible
that there would be more than one “perfect” choice in many decisions we make? (Consider Ps.
1:3 and 1 Cor. 7:39 in seeking an answer.)

. Have there been times when you have understood the principles of Scripture well enough with
regard to a specific situation but have not known the facts of the situation well enough to know
how to apply those scriptural principles correctly? In seeking to know God’s will, can there be
any other things we need to know except (a) the teaching of Scripture and (b) the facts of the
situation in question, together with (c) skill in applying (a) to (b) correctly? What then is the role
of prayer in seeking guidance? What should we pray for?
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SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE
Psalm 119:1: Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the LORD!

HYMN

“How Firm a Foundation”

Few 1f any hymns deal specifically with the sufficiency of Scripture, perhaps because
Christians have failed to realize the great comfort and peace that this doctrine brings to
the Christian life. But the first verse of the following hymn contains a statement of this
doctrine. It begins by telling us that God has laid a firm foundation for our faith in his
Word. Then it says, “What more can he say than to you he hath said . . . ?”” The rich and
full promises of God throughout Scripture are sufficient for our every need in every
circumstance. This should be great cause for rejoicing! The subsequent verses contain
quotations, paraphrases, and allusions to promises of God that are scattered throughout
Scripture, many of them from Isaiah. Verses 2—6 are all written as sentences that are
spoken by God to us, and when we sing them we should think of ourselves singing the
words of God’s promises to others in the congregation for their comfort and
encouragement.

How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord,
Is laid for your faith in his excellent Word!
What more can he say than to you he hath said,
You who unto Jesus for refuge have fled?
You who unto Jesus for refuge have fled?
“Fear not, I am with thee, O be not dismayed;

I, I am thy God, and will still give thee aid;



I’11 strengthen thee, help thee, and cause thee to stand,
Upheld by my righteous, omnipotent hand,
Upheld by my righteous, omnipotent hand.
“When through the deep waters I call thee to go,
The rivers of woe shall not thee overflow;

For I will be with thee thy troubles to bless,

And sanctify to thee thy deepest distress,

And sanctify to thee thy deepest distress.

“When through fiery trials thy pathway shall lie,
My grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply;

The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design

Thy dross to consume, and thy gold to refine,
Thy dross to consume, and thy gold to refine.
“E’en down to old age all my people shall prove
My sovereign, eternal, unchangeable love;

And when hoary hairs shall their temples adorn,
Like lambs they shall still in my bosom be borne,
Like lambs they shall still in my bosom be borne.
“The soul that on Jesus hath leaned for repose,

I will not, I will not desert to his foes;

That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake,
I’1l never, no, never, no, never forsake,

I’l1 never, no, never, no, never forsake.”

NOTES

FROM: RIPPON’S SELECTION OF HYMNS, 1787



1This is not meant to imply that subjective impressions of God’s will are useless or that they should be ignored. That would suggest almost a deistic view of God’s
(non-)involvement in the lives of his children and a rather mechanical, impersonal view of guidance. God can and indeed does use subjective impressions of his will to
remind and encourage us and often to prompt our thoughts in the right direction in many rapid decisions that we make throughout the day—and it is Scripture itself
that tells us about these subjective factors in guidance (see Acts 16:6-7; Rom. 8:9, 14, 16; Gal. 5:16-18, 25). Yet these verses on the sufficiency of Scripture teach us
that such subjective impressions can only remind us of moral commands that are already in Scripture, or bring to mind facts that we (in theory at least) could have
known or did know otherwise; they can never add to the commands of Scripture, or replace Scripture in defining what God’s will is, or equal Scripture in authority in
our lives.

Because people from all kinds of Christian traditions have made serious mistakes when they felt confident that God was “leading them” to make a particular decision,
it is important to remember that, except where an explicit text of Scripture applies directly to a situation, we can never have 100 percent certainty in this life that we
know what God’s will is in a situation. We can only have varying degrees of confidence in different situations. Though our ability to discern God’s will should increase
as we grow in Christian maturity, we will inevitably make some mistakes. In this regard, I have found helpful a sentence from Edmund Clowney: “The degree of
certainty we have with regard to God’s will in a situation is directly proportional to the degree of clarity we have as to how the Word of God applies to the situation”
(from a personal conversation, November 1992).

2The primary reference of this verse is of course to the book of Revelation itself, but its placement here at the very end of the only book that could come last in the
New Testament canon can hardly be accidental. Thus, a secondary application of this verse to the entire canon does not seem inappropriate (see the discussion in

chapter 3).

3See chapter 52, on the possibility of some kinds of revelation from God continuing today when the canon is closed, and especially chapter 53, on the gift of prophecy.

41n fact, the more responsible spokesmen for the modern charismatic movement seem generally to agree with this caution: see Wayne Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in
the New Testament and Today (Eastbourne, England: Kingsway, and Westchester, I1l.: Crossway, 1988), pp. 110-12; 245-50.

3] do not wish to imply at this point that I am adopting a “cessationist” view of spiritual gifts (that is, a view that holds that certain gifts, such as prophecy and
speaking in tongues, ceased when the apostles died). I only wish at this point to state that there is a danger in explicitly or even implicitly giving these gifts a status
that effectively challenges the authority or the sufficiency of Scripture in Christians’ lives. M ore detailed discussion of these gifts is given in chapter 53 below, and in
Wayne Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in the New Testament and Today (see n. 4 above).

8Of course, human societies such as nations, churches, families, etc. can make rules for the conduct of their own affairs (such as “Children in this family may not watch
television on weeknights”). No such rule can be found in Scripture, nor is it likely that such a rule could be demonstrated by implication from the principles of
Scripture. Yet obedience to these rules is required by God because Scripture tells us to be subject to governing authorities (Rom. 13:1-7; 1 Peter 2:13-3:6; et al.). A
denial of the sufficiency of Scripture would occur only if someone attempted to give the rule a generalized application outside of the situation in which it should
appropriately function (“No member of our church should watch TV on weeknights” or “No Christian should watch TV on weeknights”). In such a case it has become
not a rule for conduct in one specific situation but a moral command apparently intended to apply to all Christians no matter what their situation. We are not free to
add such rules to Scripture and to attempt to impose them on all the believers over whom we have influence, nor can the church as a whole attempt to do this. (Here
again, Roman Catholics would differ and would say that God gives to the church the authority to impose moral rules in addition to Scripture on all the members of the
church.)



Part 2

The Doctrine of God




Chapter 9

The Existence of God

How do we know that God exists?

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

How do we know that God exists? The answer can be given in two parts: First, all
people have an inner sense of God. Second, we believe the evidence that is found in
Scripture and in nature.

A. Humanity’s Inner Sense of God

All persons everywhere have a deep, inner sense that God exists, that they are his
creatures, and that he is their Creator. Paul says that even Gentile unbelievers “knew
God” but did not honor him as God or give thanks to him (Rom. 1:21). He says that
wicked unbelievers have “exchanged the truth about God for a lie” (Rom. 1:25),
implying that they actively or willfully rejected some truth about God’s existence and
character that they knew. Paul says that “what can be known about God is plain to them,”
and adds that this is “because God has shown it to them” (Rom. 1:19).

b

Yet Scripture also recognizes that some people deny this inner sense of God and even
deny that God exists. It is “the fool”” who says in his heart, “There is no God” (Ps. 14:1;
53:1). It is the wicked person who first “curses and renounces the LORD” and then in
pride repeatedly thinks “there is no God” (Ps. 10:3—4). These passages indicate both
that sin leads people to think irrationally and to deny God’s existence, and that it is
someone who is thinking irrationally or who has been deceived who will say, “There is
no God.”

Paul also recognizes that sin will cause people to deny their knowledge of God: he
speaks of those who “by their wickedness suppress the truth” (Rom. 1:18) and says that
those who do this are “without excuse” for this denial of God (Rom. 1:20). A series of
active verbs indicates that this is a willful suppression of the truth (Rom. 1:23, 25, 28,

1
32).

In the life of a Christian this inner awareness of God becomes stronger and more
distinct. We begin to know God as our loving Father in heaven (Rom. 8:15), the Holy
Spirit bears witness with our spirits that we are children of God (Rom. 8:16), and we
come to know Jesus Christ living within our hearts (Eph. 3:17; Phil. 3:8, 10; Col. 1:27;
John 14:23). The intensity of this awareness for a Christian is such that though we have
not seen our Lord Jesus Christ, we indeed love him (1 Peter 1:8).



B. Believing the Evidence in Scripture and Nature

In addition to people’s inner awareness of God that bears clear witness to the fact that
God exists, clear evidence of his existence 1s to be seen in Scripture and in nature.

The evidence that God exists is of course found throughout the Bible. In fact, the Bible
everywhere assumes that God exists. The first verse of Genesis does not present
evidence for the existence of God but begins immediately to tell us what he has done:
“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” If we are convinced that the
Bible is true, then we know from the Bible not only that God exists but also very much
about his nature and his acts.

The world also gives abundant evidence of God’s existence. Paul says that God’s
eternal nature and deity have been “clearly perceived in the things that have been made”
(Rom. 1:20). This broad reference to “the things that have been made” suggests that in
some sense every created thing gives evidence of God’s character. Nevertheless, it is
man himself, created in the image of God, who most abundantly bears witness to the
existence of God: whenever we meet another human being, we should (if our minds are
thinking correctly) realize that such an incredibly intricate, skillful, communicative
living creature could only have been created by an infinite, all-wise Creator.

In addition to the evidence seen in the existence of living human beings, there is further
excellent evidence in nature. The “rains and fruitful seasons” as well as the “food and
gladness” that all people experience and benefit from are also said by Barnabas and
Paul to be witnesses to God (Acts 14:17). David tells us of the witness of the heavens:
“The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.
Day to day pours forth speech, and night to night declares knowledge” (Ps. 19:1-2). To
look upward into the sky by day or by night is to see sun, moon, and stars, sky and
clouds, all continually declaring by their existence and beauty and greatness that a
powerful and wise Creator has made them and sustains them in their order.

This wide variety of testimonies to God’s existence from various parts of the created
world suggests to us that in one sense everything that exists gives evidence of God’s
existence. For those who have eyes to see and evaluate the evidence correctly, every
leaf on every tree, every blade of grass, every star in the sky, and every other part of
creation all cry out continuously, “God made me! God made me! God made me!” If our
hearts and minds were not so blinded by sin, it would be impossible for us to look
closely at a leaf from any tree and say, “No one created this: it just happened.” The
beauty of a snowflake, the majestic power of a thunderstorm, the skill of a honeybee, the
refreshing taste of cold water, the incredible abilities of the human hand—all these and
thousands of other aspects of creation simply could not have come into existence apart
from the activity of an all-powerful and all-wise Creator.

Thus, for those who are correctly evaluating the evidence, everything in Scripture and
everything in nature proves clearly that God exists and that he is the powerful and wise
Creator that Scripture describes him to be. Therefore, when we believe that God exists,



we are basing our belief not on some blind hope apart from any evidence, but on an
overwhelming amount of reliable evidence from God’s words and God’s works. It is a
characteristic of true faith that it i1s a confidence based on reliable evidence, and faith in
the existence of God shares this characteristic.

Furthermore, these evidences can all be seen as valid proofs for the existence of God,
even though some people reject them. This does not mean that the evidence is invalid in
itself, only that those who reject the evidence are evaluating it wrongly.

C. Traditional “Proofs” for the Existence of God

The traditional “proofs” for the existence of God that have been constructed by Christian
(and some non-Christian) philosophers at various points in history are in fact attempts to
analyze the evidence, especially the evidence from nature, in extremely careful and
logically precise ways, in order to persuade people that it is not rational to reject the
idea of God’s existence. If it is true that sin causes people to think irrationally, then
these proofs are attempts to cause people to think rationally or correctly about the
evidence for God’s existence, in spite of the irrational tendencies caused by sin.

Most of the traditional proofs for the existence of God can be classified in four major
types of argument:

1. The cosmological argument considers the fact that every known thing in the universe
has a cause. Therefore, it reasons, the universe itself must also have a cause, and the
cause of such a great universe can only be God.

2. The teleological argument 1s really a subcategory of the cosmological argument. It
focuses on the evidence of harmony, order, and design in the universe, and argues that its
design gives evidence of an intelligent purpose (the Greek word felos means “end” or
“goal” or “purpose”). Since the universe appears to be designed with a purpose, there
must be an intelligent and purposeful God who created it to function this way.

3. The ontological argument begins with the idea of God, who is defined as a being
“greater than which nothing can be imagined.” It then argues that the characteristic of

existence must belong to such a being, since it is greater to exist than not to exist.

4. The moral argument begins from man’s sense of right and wrong, and of the need for
justice to be done, and argues that there must be a God who is the source of right and
wrong and who will someday mete out justice to all people.

Because all of these arguments are based on facts about the creation that are indeed true
facts, we may say that all of these proofs (when carefully constructed) are, in an
objective sense, valid proofs. They are valid in that they correctly evaluate the evidence
and correctly reason to a true conclusion—in fact, the universe does have God as its
cause, and it does show evidence of purposeful design, and God does exist as a being



greater than which nothing can be imagined, and God /as given us a sense of right and
wrong and a sense that his judgment is coming someday. The actual facts referred to in
these proofs, therefore, are true, and in that sense the proofs are valid, even though not
all people are persuaded by them.

But in another sense, if “valid” means “able to compel agreement even from those who
begin with false assumptions,” then of course none of the proofs is valid because not one
of them is able to compel agreement from everyone who considers them. Yet this is
because many unbelievers either begin with invalid assumptions or do not reason
correctly from the evidence. It is not because the proofs are invalid in themselves.

The value of these proofs, then, lies chiefly in overcoming some of the intellectual
objections of unbelievers. They cannot bring unbelievers to saving faith, for that comes
about through belief in the testimony of Scripture. But they can help overcome objections
from unbelievers, and, for believers, they can provide further intellectual evidence for
something they have already been persuaded of from their own inner sense of God and
from the testimony of Scripture.

D. Only God Can Overcome Our Sin and Enable Us
to Be Persuaded of His Existence

Finally, it must be remembered that in this sinful world God must enable us to be
persuaded or we would never believe in him. We read that “the god of this world has
blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of
the glory of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:4). Furthermore, Paul says that “since, in the wisdom of
God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of
what we preach to save those who believe” (1 Cor. 1:21). In this sinful world, human
wisdom is inadequate for coming to know God. Thus, Paul’s preaching came “in
demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that your faith might not rest in the wisdom
of men but in the power of God” (1 Cor. 2:5). We are dependent upon God to remove
the blindness and irrationality caused by sin and to enable us to evaluate the evidence
rightly, believe what Scripture says, and come to saving faith in Christ.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

. When the seraphim around God’s throne cry out, “Holy, holy, holy is the LOrRD of hosts; the
whole earth is full of his glory” (Isa. 6:3), do you think they are seeing the earth from a
somewhat different perspective than ours? In what ways? How can we begin to see the world
more from this perspective?

. When is your inner sense of God’s existence strongest? Weakest? Why? In which of these
situations are you in a condition more like the one you will have in heaven? In which of these
types of situations are your judgments more reliable?

. Look at your hand. Is it more or less complex than a wristwatch? Is it logical to think that either
one of them just came about by an accidental combination of elements?

. Do most people today believe in the existence of God? Has this been true throughout history? If
they believe that God exists, why have they not worshiped him rightly?



5. Why do some people deny the existence of God? Does Romans 1:18 suggest there is often a
moral factor influencing their intellectual denial of God’s existence (cf. Ps. 14:1-3)? What is the
best way to approach someone who denies the existence of God?

SPECIAL TERMS

cosmological argument ontological argument
inner sense of God teleological argument
moral argument

BIBLIOGRAPHY

(For an explanation of this bibliography see the note on the bibliography to chapter 1.
Complete bibliographical data may be found in Appendix 4.)

Sections in Evangelical Systematic Theologies
1. Anglican (Episcopalian)
1882-92 Litton, 4258
1930 Thomas, 3—14
2. Arminian (Wesleyan or Methodist)
1875-76 Pope, 1:233-48
1892-94 Miley, 1:57-136
1940 Wiley, 1:217-40
1960 Purkiser, 39-59
1983 Carter, 1:107-11
1983— Cottrell, 1:419-42
1987-90 Oden, 1:131-80
3. Baptist
1767 Gill, 1:1-15
1887 Boyce, 846

1907 Strong, 52—-110



1917 Mullins, 3548
1983-85 Erickson, 15674
4. Dispensational
1947 Chafer, 1:129-78
1949 Thiessen, 2142
1986 Ryrie, 25-34
5. Lutheran
191724 Pieper, 1:371-74
1934 Mueller, 14347
6. Reformed (or Presbyterian)
1559 Calvin, 1:43-69 (1.3-5)
1861 Heppe, 47-56
1871-73 Hodge, 1:191-334
1878 Dabney, 5-26
1887-1921 Wartield, SSW, 1:34-40
1889 Shedd, 1:195-248
1909 Bavinck, DG, 41-80
1938 Berkhof, 19-28

1962 Buswell, 1:72-161

Sections in Representative Roman Catholic Systematic Theologies
1. Roman Catholic: Traditional
1955 Ott, 13-17
2. Roman Catholic: Post-Vatican Il

1980 McBrien (no explicit treatment)



Other Works

Brown, Colin. Philosophy and the Christian Faith. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press,
1968.

Charnock, Stephen. The Existence and Attributes of God. Repr. ed. Evansville, Ind.: Sovereign
Grace Book Club, n.d., pp. 11-67 (first published 1655-80).

Clark, Gordon H. Religion, Reason, and Revelation. Nutley, N.J.: Craig Press, 1961.
France, R. T. The Living God. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1970.
Geisler, Norman. Christian Apologetics. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1976.

, and Paul Feinberg. Introduction to Philosophy.: A Christian Perspective. Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1980.

Hackett, Stuart. The Resurrection of Theism. Chicago: Moody, 1957.

Hoover, A. J. “God, Arguments for the Existence of.” In EDT, pp. 447-51.
Lewis, Gordon R. Testing Christianity’s Truth Claims. Chicago: Moody, 1976.
Mavrodes, George 1. Belief in God. New York: Random House, 1970.

McDowell, Josh. Evidence That Demands a Verdict. San Bernardino, Calif.: Here’s Life,
1972, 1979.

Packer, J. I. “God.” In NDT, pp. 274-717.

Sire, James. The Universe Next Door: A Basic World View Catalog. Downers Grove, Ill.:
Inter Varsity Press, 1976.

Van Til, Cornelius. The Defense of the Faith. Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1955.

Yandell, Keith. Christianity and Philosophy. Studies in a Christian World View. Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, and Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1984.

SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE

Romans 1:18-20: For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and
wickedness of men who by their wickedness suppress the truth. For what can be known about God
is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his
invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived in the things that
have been made. So they are without excuse.

HYMN



“The Spacious Firmament on High”

This hymn, based on Psalm 19:1-4, speaks of the testimony of the sun, moon, and stars
to their Creator. The word firmament in the first verse refers to the expanse or open
space that is visible to us as we look upward from earth; it is the place in which the sun,
moon, and stars exist, and might be translated “sky” or “heavens.” The third verse
reminds us that though these heavenly bodies make no sounds that can be heard by our
physical ears, they nonetheless proclaim, to all who think rightly about them, “The hand
that made us is divine.”

The spacious firmament on high,

With all the blue ethereal sky,

And spangled heav’ns, a shining frame,
Their great original proclaim.

Th’ unwearied sun, from day to day,
Does his Creator’s pow’r display,
And publishes to every land

The work of an Almighty hand.

Soon as the evening shades prevail,
The moon takes up the wondrous tale,
And nightly to the list’ning earth
Repeats the story of her birth;

Whilst all the stars that round her burn,
And all the planets in their turn,
Confirm the tidings as they roll,

And spread the truth from pole to pole.
What though in solemn silence all
Move round this dark terrestrial ball?

What though nor real voice nor sound



Amidst their radiant orbs be found?
In reason’s ear they all rejoice,
And utter forth a glorious voice;
For ever singing, as they shine,

“The hand that made us is divine.”

AUTHOR: JOSEPH ADDISON, 1712

Alternative hymns: “I Sing th> Almighty Power of God”; “This Is My Father’s World”;
or “Day Is Dying in the West”

NOTES

1Some people deny that they have an inner sense of God. But their awareness of God will often make itself evident in a time of personal crisis, when deep-seated
convictions of the heart show themselves in outward words and deeds. Several years ago I was a passenger in a car with several friends, including a young woman who
in conversation was firmly denying that she had any inner awareness of God’s existence. Shortly thereafter the car hit a patch of ice and spun around in a complete
circle at high speed. Before the car came to rest in a large snow bank (with no serious damage) this same woman could be heard distinctly calling out, “Lord Jesus,
please help us!” The rest of us looked at her in amazement when we realized that her agnosticism had been disproved by words from her own mouth.

2The stem ont- in “ontological” is derived from a Greek word that means “being,”



Chapter 10

The Knowability of God

Can we really know God? How much of God can we know?

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS
A. The Necessity for God to Reveal Himself to Us

If we are to know God at all, it is necessary that he reveal himself to us. Even when
discussing the revelation of God that comes through nature, Paul says that what can be
known about God is plain to people “because God has shown it to them” (Rom. 1:19).
The natural creation reveals God because he chose to have himself revealed in this way.

With regard to the personal knowledge of God that comes in salvation, this idea is even
more explicit. Jesus says, “No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows
the Father except the Son and any one to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Matt.
11:27). This kind of knowledge of God is not found through human effort or wisdom: “in
the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom” (1 Cor. 1:21; cf. 1
Cor. 2:14; 2 Cor. 4:3—4; John 1:18).

The necessity for God to reveal himself to us also is seen in the fact that sinful people
misinterpret the revelation about God found in nature. Those who “by their wickedness
suppress the truth” are those who “became futile in their thinking and their senseless
minds were darkened . . . they exchanged the truth about God for a lie” (Rom. 1:18, 21,
25). Therefore, we need Scripture if we are to interpret natural revelation rightly.
Hundreds of false religions in the world are evidence of the way sinful people, without
guidance from Scripture, will always misunderstand and distort the revelation about
God found in nature. But the Bible alone tells us how to understand the testimony about
God from nature. Therefore we depend on God’s active communication to us in
Scripture for our true knowledge of God.

B. We Can Never Fully Understand God

Because God is infinite and we are finite or limited, we can never fully understand God.
In this sense God is said to be incomprehensible, where the term incomprehensible is
used with an older and less common sense, “unable to be fully understood.” This sense
must be clearly distinguished from the more common meaning, “unable to be
understood.” It is not true to say that God is unable to be understood, but it is true to say
that he cannot be understood fully or exhaustively.



Psalm 145 says, “Great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised, and his greatness is
unsearchable” (Ps. 145:3). God’s greatness is beyond searching out or discovering;: it
is too great ever to be fully known. Regarding God’s understanding, Psalm 147 says,
“Great is our LORD, and abundant in power; his understanding is beyond measure” (Ps.
147:5). We will never be able to measure or fully know the understanding of God: it is
far too great for us to equal or to understand. Similarly, when thinking of God’s
knowledge of all his ways, David says, “Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, it is
high, I cannot attain it” (Ps. 139:6; cf. v. 17).

Paul implies this incomprehensibility of God when he says that “the Spirit searches
everything, even the depths of God,” and then goes on to say that “no one comprehends

the thingsl of God except the Spirit of God” (1 Cor. 2:10-12). At the end of a long
discussion on the history of God’s great plan of redemption, Paul breaks forth into
praise: “O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How
unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!” (Rom. 11:33).

These verses allow us to take our understanding of the incomprehensibility of God one
step further. It is not only true that we can never fully understand God; it is also true that
we can never fully understand any single thing about God. His greatness (Ps. 145:3),
his understanding (Ps. 147:5), his knowledge (Ps. 139:6), his riches, wisdom,
judgments, and ways (Rom. 11:33) are all beyond our ability to understand fully. Other
verses also support this idea: as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are God’s
ways higher than our ways and his thoughts than our thoughts (Isa. 55:9). Job says that
God’s great acts in creating and sustaining the earth are “but the outskirts of his ways,”
and exclaims, “how small a whisper do we hear of him! But the thunder of his power
who can understand?”” (Job 26:14; cf. 11:7-9; 37:5).

Thus, we may know something about God’s love, power, wisdom, and so forth. But we
can never know his love completely or exhaustively. We can never know his power
exhaustively. We can never know his wisdom exhaustively, and so forth. In order to
know any single thing about God exhaustively we would have to know it as he himself
knows it. That is, we would have to know it in its relationship to everything else about
God and in its relationship to everything else about creation throughout all eternity! We
can only exclaim with David, “Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is high, I
cannot attain it” (Ps. 139:6).

This doctrine of God’s incomprehensibility has much positive application for our own
lives. It means that we will never be able to know “too much” about God, for we will
never run out of things to learn about him, and we will thus never tire in delighting in the
discovery of more and more of his excellence and of the greatness of his works.

Even in the age to come, when we are freed from the presence of sin, we will never be
able fully to understand God or any one thing about him. This 1s seen from the fact that
the passages cited above attribute God’s incomprehensibility not to our sinfulness but to
his infinite greatness. It is because we are finite and God is infinite that we will never



be able to understand him fully.Z For all eternity we will be able to go on increasing in
our knowledge of God and delighting ourselves more and more in him, saying with
David as we learn more and more of God’s own thoughts, “How precious to me are
your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! If I would count them, they are more
than the sand” (Ps. 139:17-18).

But if this is so in eternity future, then it certainly must be so in this life. In fact, Paul
tells us that if we are to lead a life “worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him,” it must be
one in which we are continually “increasing in the knowledge of God” (Col. 1:10). We
should be growing in our knowledge of God through our entire lives.

If we ever wished to make ourselves equal to God in knowledge, or if we wished to
derive satisfaction from the sin of intellectual pride, the fact that we will never stop
growing in knowledge of God would be a discouraging thing for us—we might become
frustrated that God is a subject of study that we will never master! But if we rather
delight in the fact that God alone is God, that he is always infinitely greater than we are,
that we are his creatures who owe him worship and adoration, then this will be a very
encouraging idea. Even though we spend time in Bible study and fellowship with God
every day of our lives, there will always be more to learn about God and his
relationships to us and the world, and thus there will always be more that we can be
thankful for and for which we can give him praise. When we realize this, the prospect of
a lifelong habit of regular Bible study, and even the prospect of a lifetime of study of
theology (if it is theology that is solidly grounded in God’s Word), should be a very
exciting prospect to us. To study and to teach God’s Word in both formal and informal
ways will always be a great privilege and joy.

C. Yet We Can Know God Truly

Even though we cannot know God exhaustively, we can know true things about God. In
fact, all that Scripture tells us about God is true. It is true to say that God is love (1
John 4:8), that God is light (1 John 1:5), that God is spirit (John 4:24), that God is just
or righteous (Rom. 3:26), and so forth. To say this, does not imply or require that we
know everything about God or about his love or his righteousness or any other attribute.
When I say that I have three sons, that statement is entirely true, even though I do not
know everything about my sons, nor even about myself. So it is in our knowledge of
God: we have true knowledge of God from Scripture, even though we do not have
exhaustive knowledge. We can know some of God’s thoughts—even many of them—
from Scripture, and when we know them, we, like David, find them to be “precious”
(Ps. 139:17).

Even more significantly, it is God himself whom we know, not simply facts about him or
actions he does. We make a distinction between knowing facts and knowing persons in
our ordinary use of English. It would be true for me to say that I know many facts about
the president of the United States, but it would not be true for me to say that I know Aim.
To say that I know him would imply that I had met him and talked with him, and that I



had developed at least to some degree a personal relationship with him.

Now some people say that we cannot know God himself, but that we can only know
facts about him or know what he does. Others have said that we cannot know God as he
1s in himself, but we can only know him as he relates to us (and there is an implication
that these two are somehow different). But Scripture does not speak that way. Several
passages speak of our knowing God himself. We read God’s words in Jeremiah:

Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, let not the mighty man glory in his might, let not
the rich man glory in his riches; but let him who glories glory in this, that he understands
and knows me, that I am the LOrRD who practices steadfast love, justice, and righteousness
in the earth; for in these things I delight, says the LorD. (Jer. 9:23-24)

Here God says that the source of our joy and sense of importance ought to come not from
our own abilities or possessions, but from the fact that we know him. Similarly, in
praying to his Father, Jesus could say, “And this is eternal life, that they know you the
only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent” (John 17:3). The promise of the
new covenant is that all shall know God, “from the least of them to the greatest” (Heb.
8:11), and John’s first epistle tells us that the Son of God has come and given us
understanding “to know him who is true” (1 John 5:20; see also Gal. 4:9; Phil. 3:10; 1
John 2:3; 4:8). John can say, “I write to you, children, because you know the Father” (1
John 2:13).

The fact that we do know God himselfis further demonstrated by the realization that the
richness of the Christian life includes a personal relationship with God. As these
passages imply, we have a far greater privilege than mere knowledge of facts about
God. We speak to God in prayer, and he speaks to us through his Word. We commune
with him in his presence, we sing his praise, and we are aware that he personally dwells
among us and within us to bless us (John 14:23). Indeed, this personal relationship with
God the Father, with God the Son, and with God the Holy Spirit may be said to be the
greatest of all the blessings of the Christian life.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

. Sometimes people say that heaven sounds boring. How does the fact that God is
incomprehensible yet knowable help to answer that objection?

. How can we be sure that when we reach heaven God will not tell us that most of what we had
learned about him was wrong, and that we would have to forget what we had learned and begin
to learn different things about him?

. Do you want to go on knowing God more and more deeply for all eternity? Why or why not?
Would you like sometime to be able to know God exhaustively? Why or why not?

. Why do you think God decided to reveal himself to us? Do you learn more about God from his
revelation in nature or his revelation in Scripture? Why do you think it is that God’s thoughts are
“precious” to us (Ps. 139:17)? Would you call your present relationship to God a personal
relationship? How is it similar to your relationships with other people, and how is it different?
What would make your relationship with God better?



SPECIAL TERMS

incomprehensible
knowable
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SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE

(Verse 3 of this passage tells us that God can never be fully known, but the fact that
David 1s praising God and speaking to him shows also that he does know true things
about God and does have a personal relationship to him.)

Psalm 145:1-3:

I will extol you, my God and King,

and bless your name for ever and ever.
Every day I will bless you,

and praise your name for ever and ever.
Great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised,

and his greatness is unsearchable.

HYMN
“I Will Thee Praise, My God, O King”

Throughout the history of the church Christians have enjoyed rearranging the words of
the psalms to fit some poetic meter and then setting these psalms to music for personal or
group worship. This is an old metrical arrangement of the words to Psalm 145, set to the
familiar melody of the hymn, “Jesus Shall Reign Where’er the Sun.” Stanza 2 speaks of
God’s incomprehensibility (“The Lord is great; he praise exceeds; his greatness fully
search can none”’), and many of the other stanzas speak of various attributes of God that
we know from Scripture. It should give us joy to sing this song, knowing both that we
are singing absolutely true things about God, and that his greatness far exceeds any
praise we will ever be able to sing to him.

I will thee praise, my God, O King,
And I will ever bless thy name;

I will extol thee every day

And evermore thy praise proclaim.

The Lord is great; he praise exceeds;



His greatness fully search can none;
Race shall to race extol thy deeds
And tell thy mighty acts each one.
Upon thy glorious majesty

And wondrous works my mind shall dwell;
Men shall recount thy dreadful acts,
And of thy greatness I will tell.

They utter shall abundantly

The mem’ry of thy goodness great,
And shall sing praises cheerfully
While they thy righteousness relate.
Jehovah very gracious is;

In him compassions also flow;

In lovingkindness he is great,

And unto anger he is slow.

O’er all his works his mercies are;
The Lord is good to all that live.
Praise, Lord, to thee thy works afford;

Thy saints to thee shall praises give.

FROM: THE BOOK OF PSALMS WITH MUSIC
(PITTSBURGH: REFORMED PRESBY TERIAN CHURCH OF NORTH AMERICA, 1973),
PSALM 145 (PP. 350-51)

Alternative hymn: “O Worship the King” (see this hymn at the end of chapter 12)

NOTES

1S0 KJV, quite literally translating the Greek phrase ta tou theou. RSV, NIV, and NASB all supply the word thoughts, because the parallel expression in v. 11, ta tou
anthraopou (“the things of the man”), seems to require that we supply the word thoughts as necessary to the context. But Paul’s mention of “the depths of God” in v.
10 suggests that not only God’s thoughts but all of God’s being is referred to in both v. 10 and v. 12.

This is not contradicted by 1 Cor. 13:12, “Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully, even as I have been fully understood.” The phrase “know fully” is
simply an attempt to translate the word epigindsko, which suggests deeper or more accurate knowledge (or perhaps, in contrast with present partial knowledge,



knowledge free from error or falsehood). Paul never says anything like, “Then I shall know all things,” which would have been very easy to say in Greek (fote
epignosomai ta panta) if he had wished to do so.



Chapter 11

) 1

The Character of God: “Incommunicable” Attributes

How is God different from us?

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS
A. Introduction to the Study of God’s Character

1. Classifying God’s Attributes. When we come to talk about the character of God, we realize that
we cannot say everything the Bible teaches us about God’s character at once. We need some way to
decide which aspect of God’s character to discuss first, which aspect to discuss second, and so forth.
In other words, we need some way to categorize the attributes of God. This question is not as
unimportant as it may seem. There is the possibility that we would adopt a misleading order of
attributes or that we would emphasize some attributes so much that others would not be presented

properly.

Several different methods of classifying God’s attributes have been used. In this chapter we will
adopt probably the most commonly used classification: the incommunicable attributes of God (that
is, those attributes that God does not share or “communicate” to others) and the communicable
attributes of God (those God shares or “communicates” with us).

Examples of the incommunicable attributes would be God’s eternity (God has existed for all eternity,
but we have not), unchangeableness (God does not change, but we do), or omnipresence (God 1s
everywhere present, but we are present only in one place at one time). Examples of the communicable
attributes would be love (God is love, and we are able to love as well), knowledge (God has
knowledge, and we are able to have knowledge as well), mercy (God is merciful, and we are able to
be merciful too), or justice (God is just and we, too, are able to be just). This classification of God’s
attributes into two major categories is helpful, and most people have an initial sense of which
specific attributes should be called incommunicable and which should be called communicable. Thus
it makes sense to say that God’s love is communicable but his omnipresence is not.

However, upon further reflection we realize that this distinction, although helpful, is not perfect. That
is because there is no attribute of God that is completely communicable, and there is no attribute of
God that is completely incommunicable! This will be evident if we think for a moment about some
things we already know about God.

For example, God’s wisdom would usually be called a communicable attribute, because we also can
be wise. But we will never be infinitely wise as God is. His wisdom is 7o some extent shared with
us, but it 1s never fully shared with us. Similarly, we can share God’s knowledge in part, yet we shall
never share it fully, for God’s thoughts are higher than ours ““as the heavens are higher than the earth”
(Isa. 55:9). We can imitate God’s love and share in that attribute to some degree, but we will never



be infinitely loving as God is. So it is with all the attributes that are normally called “communicable
attributes”: God does indeed share them with us 7o some degree, but none of these attributes is
completely communicable. It is better to say that those attributes we call “communicable” are those
that are more shared with us.

Those attributes we call “incommunicable” are better defined by saying that they are attributes of God
that are /ess shared by us. Not one of the incommunicable attributes of God is completely without
some likeness in the character of human beings. For example, God is unchangeable, while we change.
But we do not change completely, for there are some aspects of our characters that remain largely
unchanged: our individual identities, many of our personality traits, and some of our long-term
purposes remain substantially unchanged over many years (and will remain largely unchanged once
we are set free from sin and begin to live in God’s presence forever).

Similarly, God is eternal, and we are subject to the limitations of time. However, we see some
reflection of God’s eternity in the fact that we will live with him forever and enjoy eternal life, as
well as in the fact that we have the ability to remember the past and to have a strong sense of
awareness of the future (unlike much of God’s creation; cf. Eccl. 3:11). God’s attributes of
independence and omnipresence are perhaps those that are least easy to see reflected in our own
natures, but even these can be seen to be faintly reflected in us when we compare ourselves with
much of the rest of God’s creation: as we grow to adulthood we attain some degree of independence
from others for our existence; and, though we cannot be at more than one place at one time, we have
the ability to act in ways that have effects in many different places at once (this again sets us apart
from most of the rest of creation).

We will use the two categories of “incommunicable” and “communicable” attributes then, while
realizing that they are not entirely precise classifications, and that there is in reality much overlap
between the categories.

2. The Names of God in Scripture. In the Bible a person’s name is a description of his or her
character. Likewise, the names of God in Scripture are various descriptions of his character. Ina
broad sense, then, God’s “name” is equal to all that the Bible and creation tell us about God. When
we pray, “Hallowed be your name ” as part of the Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6:9), we are praying that
people would speak about God in a way that is honoring to him and that accurately reflects his
character. This honoring of God’s name can be done with actions as well as words, for our actions
reflect the character of the Creator whom we serve (Matt. 5:16). To honor God’s name is therefore to
honor him. The command, ““You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain” (Ex. 20:7) is a
command that we not dishonor God’s reputation either by words that speak of him in a foolish or
misleading way, or by actions that do not reflect his true character.

Now the Bible does give many individual names to God, all of which reflect some true aspect of his
character. Many of these names are taken from human experience or emotions in order to describe
parts of God’s character, while many other names are taken from the rest of the natural creation. In a
sense, all of these expressions of God’s character in terms of things found in the universe are “names”
of God because they tell us something true about him.



Herman Bavinck, in The Doctrine of God,l gives a long list of such descriptions of God taken from
creation: God is compared to a lion (Isa. 31:4), an eagle (Deut. 32:11), a lamb (Isa. 53:7), a hen
(Matt. 23:37), the sun (Ps. 84:11), the morning star (Rev. 22:16), a light (Ps. 27:1), a torch (Rev.
21:23), a fire (Heb. 12:29), a fountain (Ps. 36:9), a rock (Deut. 32:4), a hiding place (Ps. 119:114), a
tower (Prov. 18:10), a shadow (Ps. 91:1), a shield (Ps. 84:11), a temple (Rev. 21:22), and so forth.

Taken from human experience, Bavinck finds an even more extensive list, which is reproduced here
only in part: God is called bridegroom (Isa. 61:10), husband (Isa. 54:5), father (Deut. 32:6), judge
and king (Isa. 33:22), man of war (Ex. 15:3), builder and maker (Heb. 11:10), shepherd (Ps. 23:1),
physician (Ex. 15:26), and so forth. Furthermore, God is spoken of in terms of human actions such as
knowing (Gen. 18:21), remembering (Gen. 8:1; Ex. 2:24), seeing (Gen. 1:10), hearing (Ex. 2:24),
smelling (Gen. 8:21), tasting (Ps. 11:5), sitting (Ps. 9:7), rising (Ps. 68:1), walking (Lev. 26:12),
wiping away tears (Isa. 25:8), and so forth. Human emotions are attributed to God, such as joy (Isa.
62:5), grief (Ps. 78:40; Isa. 63:10), anger (Jer. 7:18-19), love (John 3:16), hatred (Deut. 16:22),
wrath (Ps. 2:5), and so forth.

Even though God does not have a physical body,2 Scripture uses various parts of the human body to
describe God’s activities in a metaphorical way. Scripture can speak of God’s face or countenance
(Ex. 33:20, 23; Isa. 63:9; Ps. 16:11; Rev. 22:4), eyes (Ps. 11:4; Heb. 4:13), eyelids (Ps. 11:4), ears
(Ps. 55:1; Isa. 59:1), nose (Deut. 33:10), mouth (Deut. 8:3), lips (Job 11:5), tongue (Isa. 30:27), neck
(Jer. 18:17), arms (Ex. 15:16), hand (Num. 11:23), finger (Ex. 8:19), heart (Gen. 6:6), foot (Isa.
66:1), and so forth. Even terms describing personal characteristics such as good, merciful, gracious,
righteous, holy, just, and many more, are terms whose meaning is familiar to us through an experience
of these qualities in other human beings. And even those terms that seem least related to creation, such
as eternity or unchangeableness, are understood by us not intuitively but by negating concepts that we
know from our experience (eternity is not being limited by time and unchangeableness is not
changing).

The point of collecting all these passages is to show, first, that in one sense or another all of creation
reveals something about God to us, and that the higher creation, especially man who is made in
God’s image, reveals him more fully.

The second reason for mentioning this long list is to show that all that we know about God from
Scripture comes to us in terms that we understand because they describe events or things common to

human experience. Using a more technical term, we can say that all that Scripture says about God
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uses anthropomorphic language—that is, language that speaks of God in human terms.

Sometimes people have been troubled by the fact that there is anthropomorphic language in Scripture.
But this should not be troubling to us, for, if God is going to teach us about things we do not know by
direct experience (such as his attributes), he has to teach us in terms of what we do know. This is why
all that Scripture says about God is “anthropomorphic” in a broad sense (speaking of God either in
human terms or in terms of the creation we know). This fact does not mean that Scripture gives us
wrong or misleading ideas about God, for this 1s the way that God has chosen to reveal himself to us,
and to reveal himself truly and accurately. Nonetheless, it should caution us not to take any one of
these descriptions by itself and isolate it from its immediate context or from the rest of what Scripture



says about God.é If we did that, we would run the risk of misunderstanding or of having an
imbalanced or inadequate picture of who God is. Each description of one of God’s attributes must be
understood in the light of everything else that Scripture tells us about God. If we fail to remember
this, we will inevitably understand God’s character wrongly.

For example, we have an idea of love from human experience. That helps us to understand what
Scripture means when it says that God is love, but our understanding of the meaning of “love” when
applied to God is not identical with our experience of love in human relationships. So we must learn
from observing how God acts in all of Scripture and from the other attributes of God that are given in
Scripture, as well as from our own real-life experiences of God’s love, if we are to refine our idea of
God’s love in an appropriate way and avoid misunderstanding. Thus, anthropomorphic language
about God is frue when it occurs in Scripture, but it can be understood rightly only by continual
reading of Scripture throughout our lives in order that we may understand this language in the context
of all of Scripture.

There is yet a third reason for pointing out the great diversity of descriptions about God taken from
human experience and from the natural world. This language should remind us that God made the
universe so that it would show forth the excellence of his character, that is, that it would show forth
his glory. God is worthy to receive glory because he created all things (Rev. 4:11); therefore, all
things should honor him.

Psalm 148 is an example of all creation being summoned to give praise to God:
Praise him, sun and moon,
praise him, all you shining stars! . . .
Praise the LORD from the earth,
you sea monsters and all deeps,
fire and hail, snow and frost,
stormy wind fulfilling his command!
Mountains and all hills,
fruit trees and all cedars! . . .
Kings of the earth and all peoples. . .
Let them praise the name of the Lord,
for his name alone is exalted;

his glory is above earth and heaven. (Ps. 148:3, 7-11, 13)



As we learn about God’s character from Scripture, it should open our eyes and enable us to interpret
creation rightly. As a result, we will be able to see reflections of the excellence of God’s character
everywhere in creation: “the whole earth is full of his glory” (Isa. 6:3).

It must be remembered that though all that Scripture tells us about God is true, it is not exhaustive.
Scripture does not tell us everything about God’s character. Thus, we will never know God’s full or
complete “name” in the sense that we will never understand God’s character exhaustively. We will
never know all there is to know about God. For this reason theologians have sometimes said, “God
has many names, yet God has no name.” God has many names in that we know many true descriptions
of his character from Scripture, but God has no name in that we will never be able to describe or
understand all of his character.

3. Balanced Definitions of God’s Incommunicable Attributes. The incommunicable attributes of
God are perhaps the most easily misunderstood, probably because they represent aspects of God’s
character that are least familiar to our experience. In this chapter, therefore, each of the
incommunicable attributes of God is defined with a two-part sentence. The first part defines the
attribute under discussion, and the second part guards against misunderstanding the attribute by stating
a balancing or opposite aspect that relates to that attribute. For example, God’s unchangeableness 1s
defined as follows: “God is unchanging in his being, perfections, purposes, and promises, yet God
does act, and he acts differently in response to different situations.” The second half of the sentence
guards against the idea that unchangeableness means inability to act at all. Some people do understand
unchangeableness in this way, but such an understanding is inconsistent with the biblical presentation
of God’s unchangeableness.

B. The Incommunicable Attributes of God

1. Independence. God’s independence is defined as follows: God does not need us or the rest of
creation for anything, yet we and the rest of creation can glorify him and bring him joy. This
attribute of God is sometimes called his self-existence or his aseity (from the Latin words a se, which
mean “from himself ).

Scripture in several places teaches that God does not need any part of creation in order to exist or for
any other reason. God is absolutely independent and self-sufficient. Paul proclaims to the men of
Athens, “The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven and earth, does not
live in shrines made by man, nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since
he himself gives to all men life and breath and everything” (Acts 17:24-25). The implication is that
God does not need anything from mankind.

God asks Job, “Who has given to me, that I should repay him? Whatever is under the whole heaven
is mine” (Job 41:11). No one has ever contributed to God anything that did not first come from God
who created all things. Similarly, we read God’s word in Psalm 50, “every beast of the forest is
mine, the cattle on a thousand hills. I know all the birds of the air, and all that moves in the field 1s
mine. If I were hungry, I would not tell you; for the world and all that is in it is mine” (Ps. 50:10—
12).

People have sometimes thought that God created human beings because he was lonely and needed



fellowship with other persons. If this were true, it would certainly mean that God 1s not completely
independent of creation. It would mean that God would need to create persons in order to be
completely happy or completely fulfilled in his personal existence.

Yet there are some specific indications in Jesus’ words that show this idea to be inaccurate. In John
17:5, Jesus prays, “Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory which I had with you
before the world was made.” Here is an indication that there was a sharing of glory between the
Father and the Son before creation. Then in John 17:24, Jesus speaks to the Father of “my glory which
you have given me in your love for me before the foundation of the world.” There was love and
communication between the Father and the Son before creation.

These passages indicate explicitly what we can learn elsewhere from the doctrine of the Trinity,
namely, that among the persons of the Trinity there has been perfect love and fellowship and
communication for all eternity. The fact that God is three persons yet one God means that there was
no loneliness or lack of personal fellowship on God’s part before creation. In fact, the love and
interpersonal fellowship, and the sharing of glory, have always been and will always be far more
perfect than any communion we as finite human beings will ever have with God. And as the second
verse quoted above speaks of the glory the Father gave to the Son, we should also realize that there is
a giving of glory by the members of the Trinity to one another that far surpasses any bestowal of glory
that could ever be given to God by all creation.

With regard to God’s existence, this doctrine also reminds us that only God exists by virtue of his
very nature, and that he was never created and never came into being. He always was. This 1s seen
from the fact that all things that exist were made by him (“For you created all things, and by your will
they existed and were created” [Rev. 4:11]; this 1s also affirmed in John 1:3; Rom. 11:35-36; 1 Cor.
8:6). Moses tells us that God existed before there was any creation: “Before the mountains were
brought forth, or ever you had formed the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are
God” (Ps. 90:2). God’s independence is also seen in his self-designation in Exodus 3:14: “God said
to Moses, 1 AM WHO I AM.” ” 1t is also possible to translate this statement “I will be what I will
be,” but in both cases the implication is that God’s existence and character are determined by himself
alone and are not dependent on anyone or anything else. This means that God’s being has always been
and will always be exactly what it is. God is not dependent upon any part of creation for his existence
or his nature. Without creation, God would still be infinitely loving, infinitely just, eternal,
omniscient, trinitarian, and so forth.

God’s being 1s also something totally unique. It is not just that God does not need the creation for
anything; God could not need the creation for anything. The difference between the creature and the
Creator is an immensely vast difference, for God exists in a fundamentally different order of being. It
is not just that we exist and God has always existed; it is also that God necessarily exists in an
infinitely better, stronger, more excellent way. The difference between God’s being and ours is more
than the difference between the sun and a candle, more than the difference between the ocean and a
raindrop, more than the difference between the arctic ice cap and a snowflake, more than the
difference between the universe and the room we are sitting in: God’s being is qualitatively
different. No limitation or imperfection in creation should be projected onto our thought of God. He
is the Creator; all else is creaturely. All else can pass away in an instant; he necessarily exists



forever.

The balancing consideration with respect to this doctrine 1s the fact that we and the rest of creation
can glorify God and bring him joy. This must be stated in order to guard against any idea that God’s
independence makes us meaningless. Someone might wonder, if God does not need us for anything,
then are we important at all? s there any significance to our existence or to the existence of the rest of
creation? In response it must be said that we are in fact very meaningful because God has created us
and he has determined that we would be meaningful to him. That is the final definition of genuine
significance.

God speaks of his sons and daughters from the ends of the earth as “every one who is called by my
name, whom I created for my glory, whom I formed and made” (Isa. 43:7). Although God did not
have to create us, he chose to do so in a totally free choice. He decided that he would create us to
glorify him (cf. Eph. 1:11-12; Rev. 4:11).

It is also true that we are able to bring real joy and delight to God. It is one of the most amazing facts
in Scripture that God actually delights in his people and rejoices over them. Isaiah prophesies about
the restoration of God’s people:

You shall be a crown of beauty in the hand of the LORrD,
and a royal diadem in the hand of your God.

You shall no more be termed Forsaken

and your land shall no more be termed Desolate;

but you shall be called My delight is in her,

and your land Married;

for the LORD delights in you

and your land shall be married. . . .

as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride,

so shall your God rejoice over you. (Isa. 62:3-5)

Similarly, Zephaniah prophesies that the LOrRD “will rejoice over you with gladness, he will renew
you in his love; he will exult over you with loud singing as on a day of festival” (Zeph. 3:17-18).
God does not need us for anything, yet it is the amazing fact of our existence that he chooses to delight
in us and to allow us to bring joy to his heart. This is the basis for personal significance in the lives of
all God’s people: to be significant to God is to be significant in the most ultimate sense. No greater
personal significance can be imagined.



2. Unchangeableness. We can define the unchangeableness of God as follows: God is unchanging in
his being, perfections, purposes, and promises, yet God does act and feel emotions, and he acts
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and feels differently in response to different situations. This attribute of God is also called God’s
immutability.

a. Evidence in Scripture: In Psalm 102 we find a contrast between things that we may think to be
permanent such as the earth or the heavens, on the one hand, and God, on the other hand. The psalmist
says:

Of old you laid the foundation of the earth,

and the heavens are the work of your hands.

They will perish, but you endure;

they will all wear out like a garment.

You change them like raiment, and they pass away;

but you are the same, and your years have no end.
6
(Ps. 102:25-27)

God existed before the heavens and earth were made, and he will exist long after they have been
destroyed. God causes the universe to change, but in contrast to this change he is “the same.”

Referring to his own qualities of patience, long-suffering, and mercy, God says, “For [ the LORD do
not change; therefore you, O sons of Jacob, are not consumed” (Mal. 3:6). Here God uses a general
statement of his unchangeableness to refer to some specific ways in which he does not change.

James reminds his readers that all good gifts come ultimately from God “with whom there is no
variation or shadow due to change” (James 1:17). His argument is that since good gifts have always
come from God, we can be confident that only good gifts will come from him in the future, because
his character never changes in the slightest degree.

The definition given above specifies that God is unchanging—not in every way that we might
imagine, but only in ways that Scripture itself affirms. The Scripture passages already cited refer
either to God’s own being or to some attribute of his character. From these we can conclude that God
1s unchanging, at least with respect to his “being, ” and with respect to his “perfections” (that is, his
attributes or the various aspects of his character).

The great Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck notes that the fact that God 1s unchanging in his being is
of the utmost importance for maintaining the Creator/creature distinction, and for our worship of God:

The doctrine of God’s immutability is of the highest significance for religion. The contrast



between being and becoming marks the difference between the Creator and the creature.
Every creature is continually becoming. It is changeable, constantly striving, seeks rest and

satisfaction, and finds this rest in God, in him alone, for only he is pure being and no
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becoming. Hence, in Scripture God is often called the Rock. . . .~

The definition given above also affirms God’s unchangeableness or immutability with respect to his
purposes. “The counsel of the LORD stands for ever, the thoughts of his heart to all generations™ (Ps.
33:11). This general statement about God’s counsel is supported by several specific verses that talk
about individual plans or purposes of God that he has had for all eternity (Matt. 13:35; 25:34; Eph.
1:4,11;3:9,11; 2 Tim. 2:19; 1 Peter 1:20; Rev. 13:8). Once God has determined that he will
assuredly bring something about, his purpose is unchanging, and it will be achieved. In fact, God
claims through Isaiah that no one else is like him in this regard:

I am God, and there is none like me,
declaring the end from the beginning

and from ancient times things not yet done,
saying, “My counsel shall stand,

and I will accomplish all my purpose” . . .
I have spoken, and I will bring it to pass;

I have purposed, and I will do it. (Isa. 46:9—11)

Furthermore, God i1s unchanging in his promises. Once he has promised something, he will not be
unfaithful to that promise: “God is not a man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he should repent.
Has he said, and will he not do 1t? Or has he spoken, and will he not fulfil 1t?”” (Num. 23:19; cf. 1
Sam. 15:29).

b. Does God Sometimes Change His Mind? Yet when we talk about God being unchanging in his
purposes, we may wonder about places in Scripture where God said he would judge his people and
then because of prayer or the people’s repentance (or both) God relented and did not bring judgment
as he had said he would. Examples of such withdrawing from threatened judgment include the
successful intervention of Moses in prayer to prevent the destruction of the people of Israel (Ex.
32:9-14), the adding of another fifteen years to the life of Hezekiah (Isa. 38:1-6), or the failure to
bring promised judgment upon Nineveh when the people repented (Jonah 3:4, 10). Are these not
cases where God’s purposes in fact did change? Then there are other passages where God is said to
be sorry that he had carried out some previous action. One thinks of God being sorry that he had made
man upon the earth (Gen. 6:6), or sorry that he had made Saul king (1 Sam. 15:10). Did not God’s
purposes change in these cases?

These instances should all be understood as true expressions of God’s present attitude or intention



with respect to the situation as it exists at that moment. If the situation changes, then of course
God’s attitude or expression of intention will also change. This is just saying that God responds
differently to different situations. The example of Jonah preaching to Nineveh is helpful here. God
sees the wickedness of Nineveh and sends Jonah to proclaim, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be
overthrown!” (Jonah 3:4). The possibility that God would withhold judgment if the people repented
1s not explicitly mentioned in Jonah’s proclamation as recorded in Scripture, but it is of course
implicit in that warning: the purpose for proclaiming a warning is to bring about repentance. Once the
people repented, the situation was different, and God responded differently to that changed situation:
“When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God repented of the evil which
he had said he would do to them; and he did not do 1t” (Jonah 3:10).

The situations with Hezekiah and with the intercession of Moses are similar: God had said that he
would send judgment, and that was a true declaration, provided that the situation remained the
same. But then the situation changed: someone started to pray earnestly (Moses in one case and
Hezekiah in the other). Here prayer itself was part of the new situation and was in fact what changed
the situation. God responded to that changed situation by answering the prayer and withholding
judgment.

In the cases of God being sorry that he had made man, or that he had made Saul king, these too can be
understood as expressions of God’s present displeasure toward the sinfulness of man. In neither case
is the language strong enough to require us to think that if God could start again and act differently, he
would in fact not create man or not make Saul king. It can instead imply that God’s previous action
led to events that, in the short term, caused him sorrow, but that nonetheless in the long term would
ultimately achieve his good purposes. This is somewhat analogous to a human father who allows his
child to embark on a course he knows will bring much sorrow, both to the parent and to the child, but
who allows it nonetheless, because he knows that greater long-term good will come from it.

c. The Question of God’s Impassibility: Sometimes in a discussion of God’s attributes theologians
have spoken of another attribute, namely, the impassibility of God. This attribute, if true, would mean
that God does not have passions or emotions, but is “impassible,” not subject to passions. In fact,
chapter 2 of the Westminster Confession of Faith says that God is “without . . . passions.” This
statement goes beyond what we have affirmed in our definition above about God’s unchangeableness,
and affirms more than that God does not change in his being, perfections, purposes, or promises—it
also affirms that God does not even feel emotions or “passions.”

The Scripture proof given by the Westminster Confession of Faith is Acts 14:15, which in the King
James Version reports Barnabas and Paul as rejecting worship from the people at Lystra, protesting
that they are not gods but “men of /ike passions with you.” The implication of the KJV translation
might be that someone who is truly God would not have “like passions” as men do, or it might simply
show that the apostles were responding to the false view of passionless gods assumed by the men of
Lystra (see vv. 10—11). But if the verse is rightly translated, it certainly does not prove that God has
no passions or emotions at all, for the Greek term here (homoiopathés) can simply mean having

similar circumstances or experiences, or being of a similar nature to someone else.” Of course, God
does not have sinful passions or emotions. But the idea that God has no passions or emotions at all
clearly conflicts with much of the rest of Scripture, and for that reason I have not affirmed God’s



impassibility in this book. Instead, quite the opposite is true, for God, who is the origin of our
emotions and who created our emotions, certainly does feel emotions: God rejoices (Isa. 62:5). He is
grieved (Ps. 78:40; Eph. 4:30). His wrath burns hot against his enemies (Ex. 32:10). He pities his
children (Ps. 103:13). He loves with everlasting love (Isa. 54:8; Ps. 103:17). He is a God whose
passions we are to imitate for all eternity as we like our Creator hate sin and delight in righteousness.

d. The Challenge From Process Theology: God’s unchangeableness has been denied frequently in
recent years by the advocates of process theology, a theological position that says that process and
change are essential aspects of genuine existence, and that therefore God must be changing over time
also, just like everything else that exists. In fact, Charles Hartshorne, the father of process theology,
would say that God is continually adding to himself all the experiences that happen anywhere in the

universe, and thus God is continually changing.g The real appeal of process theology comes from the
fact that all people have a deep longing to mean something, to feel significant in the universe. Process
theologians dislike the doctrine of God’s immutability because they think 1t implies that nothing we do
can really matter to God. If God is really unchangeable, process theologians will say, then nothing we
do—in fact, nothing that happens in the universe—has any real effect on God, because God can never
change. So what difference do we make? How can we have any ultimate meaning? In response to this
question process theologians reject the doctrine of God’s immutability and tell us that our actions are
so significant that they have an influence on the very being of God himself! As we act, and as the

universe changes, God is truly aftected by these actions and the being of God changes—God becomes
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something other than what he was.

Advocates of process theology often mistakenly accuse evangelical Christians (or the biblical writers
themselves) of believing in a God who does not act in the world, or who cannot respond differently to
different situations (errors we have discussed above). With regard to the idea that we must be able to
influence the very being of God in order to be significant, we must respond that this is an incorrect
assumption imported into the discussion, and that it is not consistent with Scripture. Scripture is clear
that our ultimate significance comes not from being able to change the being of God, but from the fact
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that God has created us for his glory and that #e counts us as significant. God alone gives the
ultimate definition of what 1s significant and what is not significant in the universe, and if he counts us
significant, then we are!

The other fundamental error in process theology is in assuming that God must be changeable like the
universe he created. This is what Scripture explicitly denies: “You, Lord, did found the earth in the
beginning, and the heavens are the work of your hands; they will perish, but you remain; they will all
grow old like a garment . . . they will be changed. But you are the same, and your years will never
end” (Heb. 1:10-12, quoting Ps. 102:25-27).

e. God Is Both Infinite and Personal: Our discussion of process theology illustrates a common
difference between biblical Christianity and all other systems of theology. In the teaching of the
Bible, God is both infinite and personal: he is infinite in that he is not subject to any of the
limitations of humanity, or of creation in general. He is far greater than everything he has made, far
greater than anything else that exists. But he 1s also personal: he interacts with us as a person, and we
can relate to him as persons. We can pray to him, worship him, obey him, and love him, and he can



speak to us, rejoice in us, and love us.

Apart from the true religion found in the Bible, no system of religion has a God who is both infinite

and personal.ﬁ For example, the gods of ancient Greek and Roman mythology were personal (they
interacted frequently with people), but they were not infinite: they had weaknesses and frequent moral
failures, even petty rivalries. On the other hand, deism portrays a God who is infinite but far too
removed from the world to be personally involved in it. Similarly, pantheism holds that God is
infinite (since the whole universe is thought to be God), but such a God can certainly not be personal
or relate to us as persons.

The error of process theology fits this general pattern. Its advocates are convinced that a God who is
unchanging in his being is so different from the rest of creation—so infinite, so unlimited by the
change that characterizes all of our existence—that he cannot also be personal in a way that we make
a difference to him. So in order to gain a God who is personal, they think they have to give up a God
who is infinite for a God who is continually in process of change. This kind of reasoning is typical of
many (perhaps all) objections to the kind of God presented in the Bible. People say that if God is
infinite, he cannot be personal, or they say that if God is personal, he cannot be infinite. The Bible
teaches that God is both infinite and personal. We must affirm both that God is infinite (or unlimited)
with respect to change that occurs in the universe (nothing will change God’s being, perfections,
purposes, or promises), that God is also personal, and that he relates to us personally and counts us
valuable.

f. The Importance of God’s Unchangeableness: At first it may not seem very important to us to
affirm God’s unchangeableness. The idea is so abstract that we may not immediately realize its
significance. But if we stop for a moment to imagine what it would be like if God could change, the
importance of this doctrine becomes more clear. For example, if God could change (in his being,
perfections, purposes, or promises), then any change would be either for the better or for the worse.
But if God changed for the better, then he was not the best possible being when we first trusted him.
And how could we be sure that he is the best possible being now? But if God could change for the
worse (in his very being), then what kind of God might he become? Might he become, for instance, a
little bit evil rather than wholly good? And if he could become a little bit evil, then how do we know
he could not change to become largely evil—or wholly evil? And there would be not one thing we
could do about it, for he is so much more powerful than we are. Thus, the idea that God could change
leads to the horrible possibility that thousands of years from now we might come to live forever in a
universe dominated by a wholly evil, omnipotent God. It is hard to imagine any thought more
terrifying. How could we ever trust such a God who could change? How could we ever commit our
lives to him?

Moreover, if God could change with regard to his purposes, then even though when the Bible was
written he promised that Jesus would come back to rule over a new heaven and new earth, he has
perhaps abandoned that plan now, and thus our hope in Jesus’ return is in vain. Or, if God could
change in regard to his promises, then how could we trust him completely for eternal life? Or for
anything else the Bible says? Maybe when the Bible was written he promised forgiveness of sins and
eternal life to those who trust in Christ, but (if God can change) perhaps he has changed his mind on
those promises now—how could we be sure? Or perhaps his omnipotence will change someday, so



that even though he wants to keep his promises, he will no longer be able to do so.

A little reflection like this shows how absolutely important the doctrine of God’s unchangeableness
1s. If God 1s not unchanging, then the whole basis of our faith begins to fall apart, and our
understanding of the universe begins to unravel. This is because our faith and hope and knowledge all
ultimately depend on a person who is infinitely worthy of trust—because he is absolutely and
eternally unchanging in his being, perfections, purposes, and promises.

3. Eternity. God’s eternity may be defined as follows: God has no beginning, end, or succession of
moments in his own being, and he sees all time equally vividly, yet God sees events in time and
acts in time.

Sometimes this doctrine is called the doctrine of God’s infinity with respect to time. To be “infinite”
1s to be unlimited, and this doctrine teaches that time does not limit God.

This doctrine is also related to God’s unchangeableness. If it is true that God does not change, then
we must say that time does not change God: it has no effect on his being, perfections, purposes, or
promises. But that means that time has no effect on God’s knowledge, for instance. God never learns
new things or forgets things, for that would mean a change in his perfect knowledge. This implies also
that the passing of time does not add to or detract from God’s knowledge: he knows all things past,
present, and future, and knows them all equally vividly.

a. God Is Timeless in His Own Being: The fact that God has no beginning or end is seen in Psalm
90:2: “Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever you had formed the earth and the world, from
everlasting to everlasting you are God.” Similarly, in Job 36:26, Elihu says of God, “the number of
his years 1s unsearchable.”

God’s eternity is also suggested by passages that talk about the fact that God always is or always
exists. ““ ‘I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, who 1s and who was and who is to
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come, the Almighty” (Rev. 1:8; cf. 4:8).

It is also indicated in Jesus’ bold use of a present tense verb that implies continuing present existence
when he replied to his Jewish adversaries, “Before Abraham was, / am” (John 8:58). This statement
is itself an explicit claiming of the name of God, “I AM WHO 1 AM,” from Exodus 3:14, a name that
also suggests a continual present existence: God is the eternal “I AM,” the one who eternally exists.

The fact that God never began to exist can also be concluded from the fact that God created all things,
and that he himself is an immaterial spirit. Before God made the universe, there was no matter, but
then he created all things (Gen. 1:1; John 1:3; 1 Cor. 8:6; Col. 1:16; Heb. 1:2). The study of physics
tells us that matter and time and space must all occur together: if there is no matter, there can be no
space or time either. Thus, before God created the universe, there was no “time,” at least not in the
sense of a succession of moments one after another. Therefore, when God created the universe, he
also created time. When God began to create the universe, time began, and there began to be a
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succession of moments and events one after another.” But before there was a universe, and before
there was time, God always existed, without beginning, and without being influenced by time. And



time, therefore, does not have existence in itself, but, like the rest of creation, depends on God’s
eternal being and power to keep it existing,

The foregoing Scripture passages and the fact that God always existed before there was any time
combine to indicate to us that God’s own being does not have a succession of moments or any
progress from one state of existence to another. To God himself, all of his existence is always

somehow “present,” though admittedly that idea is difficult for us to understand, for it is a kind of
existence different from that which we experience.

b. God Sees All Time Equally Vividly: It is somewhat easier for us to understand that God sees all
time equally vividly. We read in Psalm 90:4, “For a thousand years in your sight are but as
yesterday when it is past, or as a watch in the night.” It is sometimes difficult for us to remember
events that occurred several weeks ago, or several months ago, or several years ago. We remember
recent events more vividly, and the clarity of our memory fades with the passing of time. Even if it
were possible for us to live “a thousand years,” we would remember very few events from hundreds
of years earlier, and the clarity of that memory would be very low. But here Scripture tells us that
God views a thousand years “as yesterday.” He can remember all the detailed events of a thousand
years at least as clearly as we can remember the events of “yesterday.” In fact, to him a thousand
years is “as a watch in the night,” a three- or four-hour period during which a guard would stand
watch. Such a short period of time would pass quickly and all the events would be easily recalled.
Yet this is how a thousand years seems to God.

When we realize that the phrase “a thousand years™ does not imply that God forgets things after 1,100
or 1,200 years, but rather expresses as long a time as one might imagine, it becomes evident that al/
of past history is viewed by God with great clarity and vividness: all of time since the creation is to
God as 1fit just happened. And it will always remain just that clear in his consciousness, throughout
millions of years of eternity future.

In the New Testament, Peter tells us, “with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand
years as one day” (2 Peter 3:8). The second half of this statement had already been made in Psalm 90,
but the first half introduces an additional consideration, “One day is as a thousand years”; that is, any
one day from God’s perspective seems to last for “a thousand years”: it is as if that day never ends,
but is always being experienced. Again, since “a thousand years” is a figurative expression for “as
long a time as we can imagine,” or “all history,” we can say from this verse that any one day seems to
God to be present to his consciousness forever.

Taking these two considerations together, we can say the following: in God’s perspective, any
extremely long period of time is as if it just happened. And any very short period of time (such as one
day) seems to God to last forever: it never ceases to be “present” in his consciousness. Thus, God
sees and knows all events past, present, and future with equal vividness. This should never cause us
to think that God does not see events in time and act in time (see below), but just the opposite: God is
the eternal Lord and Sovereign over history, and he sees it more clearly and acts in it more decisively
than any other. But, once we have said that, we still must affirm that these verses speak of God’s
relationship to time in a way that we do not and cannot experience: God’s experience of time is not
just a patient endurance through eons of endless duration, but he has a qualitatively different



experience of time than we do. This is consistent with the idea that in his own being, God is timeless;
he does not experience a succession of moments. This has been the dominant view of Christian

orthodoxy throughout the history of the church, though it has been frequently challenged, and even
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today many theologians deny it.

We can picture God’s relationship to time as in figure 11.1. This diagram is meant to show that God
created time and is Lord over time. Therefore he can see all events in time equally vividly, yet he
also can see events in time and act in time.

The diagram also anticipates the following discussion, since it indicates that God knows events in the
future, even the infinitely long eternal future. With regard to the future, God frequently claims through
the Old Testament prophets that he alone is the one who knows and can declare future events. “Who
told this long ago? Who declared it of old? Was it not I, the LORD? And there is no other god besides

me, a righteous God and a Savior; there is none besides me” (Isa. 45:21). Similarly, we read:

For I am God, and there is no other;

I am God, and there is none like me,
declaring the end from the beginning

and from ancient times things not yet done,
saying, “My counsel shall stand,

and I will accomplish all my purpose.” (Isa. 46:9—-10)

Thus God somehow stands above time and is able to see it all as present in his consciousness.
Although the analogy is not perfect, we might think of the moment we finish reading a long novel.
Before putting it back on the shelf we might flip quickly through the pages once more, calling to mind
the many events that had occurred in that novel. For a brief moment, things that transpired over a long
period of time all seem to be “present” to our minds. Perhaps this is faintly analogous to God’s
experience of seeing all of history as equally present in his consciousness.
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THE RELATIONSHIP OF GOD TO TIME
Figure 11.1



c. God Sees Events in Time and Acts in Time: Yet once all this has been said it is necessary to
guard against misunderstanding by completing the definition of God’s eternity: “yet God sees events
in time and acts in time.”” Paul writes, “when the time had fully come, God sent forth his Son, born
of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law” (Gal. 4:4-5). God observed
clearly and knew exactly what was happening with events in his creation as they occurred over time.
We might say that God watched the progress of time as various events occurred within his creation.
Then at the right time, “when the time had fully come,” God sent forth his Son into the world.

It is evident throughout Scripture that God acts within time and acts differently at different points in
time. For example, Paul tells the men of Athens, “The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he
commands all men everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the
world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed . . .” (Acts 17:30-31). This statement
includes a description of a previous way in which God acted, God’s present way of acting, and a
future activity that he will carry out, all in time.

Indeed, the repeated emphasis on God’s ability to predict the future in the Old Testament prophets
requires us to realize that God predicts his actions at one point in time and then carries out his actions
at a later point in time. And on a larger scale, the entire Bible from Genesis to Revelation is God’s
own record of the way he has acted over time to bring redemption to his people.

We must therefore affirm both that God has no succession of moments in his own being and sees all
history equally vividly, and that in his creation he sees the progress of events over time and acts
differently at different points in time; in short, he is the Lord who created time and who rules over it

and uses it for his own purposes. God can act in time because he is Lord of time:.l_7 He uses it to
display his glory. In fact, it is often God’s good pleasure to fulfill his promises and carry out his
works of redemption over a period of time so that we might more readily see and appreciate his great
wisdom, his patience, his faithfulness, his lordship over all events, and even his unchangeableness
and eternity.

d. We Will Always Exist in Time: Will we ever share in God’s eternity? Specifically, in the new
heaven and new earth which are yet to come, will time still exist? Some have thought that it would
not. In fact, there 1s a hymn that begins, “When the trumpet of the Lord shall sound, and time shall be
no more . ..” And we read in Scripture, “And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine upon it, for
the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb . . . and there shall be no night there” (Rev.
21:23, 25; cf. 22:5).

Nevertheless, it is not true to say that heaven will be “timeless,” or without the presence of time or
the passage of time. Rather, as long as we are finite creatures we will necessarily experience events
one after another. Even the passage that talks about no night being in heaven also mentions the fact that
the kings of the earth will bring into the heavenly city “the glory and the honor of the nations” (Rev.
21:26). We are told concerning the light of the heavenly city, “By its light shall the nations walk”
(Rev. 21:24). These activities of bringing things into the heavenly city and walking by the light of the
heavenly city imply that events are done one after another. Something is outside the heavenly city, and
then at a later point in time this thing 1s part of the glory and honor of the nations that are brought into
the heavenly city. To cast one’s crown before the throne of God (Rev. 4:10) requires that at one



moment the person has a crown and that at a later moment that crown is cast before the throne. To sing
a new song of praise before God in heaven requires that one word be sung after another. In fact, the

“tree of life” in the heavenly city is said to be “yielding its fruit each month” (Rev. 22:2), which
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implies a regular passage of time and the occurrence of events in time.

Therefore, there will still be a succession of moments one after another and things happening one
after another in heaven. We will experience eternal life not in an exact duplication of God’s attribute
of eternity, but rather in a duration of time that will never end: we, as God’s people will experience
fullness of joy in God’s presence for all eternity—not in the sense that we will no longer experience
time, but in the sense that our lives with him will go on forever: “And night shall be no more; they
need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they shall reign for ever and
ever”” (Rev. 22:5).

4. Omnipresence. Just as God is unlimited or infinite with respect to time, so God is unlimited with
respect to space. This characteristic of God’s nature is called God’s omnipresence (the Latin prefix
omni- means “all”). God’s omnipresence may be defined as follows: God does not have size or
spatial dimensions and is present at every point of space with his whole being, yet God acts
differently in different places.

The fact that God i1s Lord of space and cannot be limited by space is evident first from the fact that he
created it, for the creation of the material world (Gen. 1:1) implies the creation of space as well.
Moses reminded the people of God’s lordship over space: “Behold, to the LOrRD your God belong
heaven and the heaven of heavens, the earth with all that is in it” (Deut. 10:14).

a. God Is Present Everywhere: Yet there are also specific passages that speak of God’s presence in
every part of space. We read in Jeremiah, “Am I a God at hand, says the LOrRD, and not a God afar off
? Can a man hide himself in secret places so that I cannot see him? says the LORD. Do [ not fill
heaven and earth? says the LORD” (Jer. 23:23-24). God is here rebuking the prophets who think their
words or thoughts are hidden from God. He 1s everywhere and fills heaven and earth.

God’s omnipresence is beautifully expressed by David:
Whither shall I go from your Spirit?

Or whither shall I flee from your presence?

If T ascend to heaven, you are there!

If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there!

If 1 take the wings of the morning

and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,

even there your hand shall lead me,



and your right hand shall hold me. (Ps. 139:7-10)

There 1s nowhere in the entire universe, on land or sea, in heaven or in hell, where one can flee from
God’s presence.

We should note also that there is no indication that simply a part of God is in one place and a part of
him in another. It is God himself who is present wherever David might go. We cannot say that some
of God or just part of God is present, for that would be to think of his being in spatial terms, as if he
were limited somehow by space. It seems more appropriate to say that God is present with his whole
being in every part of space (cf. also Acts 17:28 where Paul affirms the correctness of the words, “In
him we live and move and have our being,” and Col. 1:17, which says of Christ, “in him all things
hold together™).

b. God Does Not Have Spatial Dimensions: While it seems necessary for us to say that God’s
whole being is present in every part of space, or at every point in space, it is also necessary to say
that God cannot be contained by any space, no matter how large. Solomon says in his prayer to God,
“But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain
you, how much less this house which I have built!” (1 Kings 8:27). Heaven and the highest heaven
cannot contain God; indeed, he cannot be contained by the largest space imaginable (cf. Isa. 66:1-2;
Acts 7:48). While the thought that God 1s everywhere present with his whole being ought to
encourage us greatly in prayer no matter where we are, the fact that no one place can be said to
contain God should also discourage us from thinking that there is some special place of worship that
gives people special access to God: he cannot be contained in any one place.

We should guard against thinking that God extends infinitely far in all directions so that he himself
exists in a sort of infinite, unending space. Nor should we think that God is somehow a ““bigger
space” or bigger area surrounding the space of the universe as we know it. All of these ideas continue
to think of God’s being in spatial terms, as if he were simply an extremely large being. Instead, we
should try to avoid thinking of God in terms of size or spatial dimensions. God is a being who exists
without size or dimensions in space. In fact, before God created the universe, there was no matter or
material so there was no space either. Yet God still existed. Where was God? He was not in a place
that we could call a “where,” for there was no “where” or space. But God still was! This fact makes
us realize that God relates to space in a far different way than we do or than any created thing does.
He exists as a kind of being that is far different and far greater than we can imagine.

We must also be careful not to think that God himself is equivalent to any part of creation or to all of
it. A pantheist believes that everything is God, or that God is everything that exists. The biblical
perspective is rather that God is present everywhere in his creation, but that he is also distinct from
his creation. How can this be? The analogy of a sponge filled with water is not perfect, but it is
helpful. Water is present everywhere in the sponge, but the water is still completely distinct from the
sponge. Now this analogy breaks down at very small points within the sponge, where we could say
that there is sponge at one point and not water, or water and not sponge. Yet this is because the
analogy is dealing with two materials that have spatial characteristics and dimensions, while God
does not.

c. God Can Be Present to Punish, to Sustain, or to Bless: The idea of God’s omnipresence has



sometimes troubled people who wonder how God can be present, for example, in hell. In fact, isn’t
hell the opposite of God’s presence, or the absence of God? This difficulty can be resolved by
realizing that God is present in different ways in different places, or that God acts differently in
different places in his creation. Sometimes God is present to punish. A terrifying passage in Amos
vividly portrays this presence of God in judgment:

Not one of them shall flee away,

not one of them shall escape.

Though they dig into Sheol,

from there shall my hand take them;

though they climb up to heaven,

from there I will bring them down.

Though they hide themselves on the top of Carmel,

from there I will search out and take them;

and though they hide from my sight at the bottom of the sea,
there I will command the serpent, and it shall bite them.
And though they go into captivity before their enemies,
there I will command the sword, and it shall slay them;
and [ will set my eyes upon them for evil and not for good.

(Amos 9:1-4)

At other times God is present neither to punish nor to bless, but merely present to sustain, or to keep
the universe existing and functioning in the way he intended it to function. In this sense the divine
nature of Christ is everywhere present: “He is before all things, and in him all things hold together”
(Col. 1:17). The author of Hebrews says of God the Son that he 1s (continually) “upholding the
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universe by his word of power” (Heb. 1:3).
Yet at other times or in other places God is present to bless. David says, “in your presence there is

fulness of joy, in your right hand are pleasures for evermore” (Ps. 16:11). Here David is speaking not
of God’s presence to punish or merely to sustain, but of God’s presence to bless.

In fact, most of the time that the Bible talks about God’s presence, it is referring to God’s presence to
bless. For example, it is in this way that we should understand God’s presence above the ark of the



covenant in the Old Testament. We read of “the ark of the covenant of the LORD of hosts, who is
enthroned on the cherubim” (1 Sam. 4:4; cf. Ex. 25:22), a reference to the fact that God made his
presence known and acted in a special way to bring blessing and protection to his people at the
location he had designated as his throne, namely, the place above the two golden figures of heavenly
beings (“‘cherubim’) that were over the top of the ark of the covenant. It is not that God was not
present elsewhere, but rather that here he especially made his presence known and here he especially
manifested his character and brought blessing to his people.

In the new covenant, there 1s no one place on earth that God has chosen as his particular dwelling
place, for we can worship him anywhere (see John 4:20). But now and for all eternity God has
chosen the place the Bible calls “heaven” to be the focus of the manifestation of his character and the
presence of his blessing and glory. So when the new Jerusalem comes down out of heaven from God,
John in his vision hears a loud voice from God’s throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling of God is with
men. He will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself will be with them”
(Rev. 21:3). We might find it misleading to say that God 1s “more present” in heaven than anywhere
else, but it would not be misleading to say that God 1s present in a special way in heaven, present
especially there to bless and to show forth his glory. We could also say that God manifests his
presence more fully in heaven than elsewhere.

In this way also Paul’s statement about Christ can be understood: “In him the whole fulness of deity
dwells bodily” (Col. 2:9). In one sense of course we could say that God’s whole being is present at
every point in space and therefore at every point in every person, not only in Christ. But there are two
difficulties with speaking this way: (1) The Bible never speaks about God’s presence in unbelievers
in a direct way, probably to avoid any connection between God and the responsibility or blame for
evil deeds, and probably also to avoid any suggestion of God’s presence to bless, since it is only a
presence to sustain. (2) Furthermore, this sense of “present to sustain” is not the sense Paul has in
mind in Colossians 2:9. In fact, there Paul does not even seem to mean simply “present to bless” in
the same sense in which God is present to bless in the lives of all believers. Rather, Paul seems to
mean that in Christ God’s own nature is present to bless and to manifest his character in the fullest
and most complete way possible.

Our difficulty in understanding how to express the way in which God is present in unbelievers, for
example, leads us to realize that although the Bible can speak of God as being present everywhere,
when the Bible says that God is “present” it usually means “present to bless.” That is, although there
are a few references to God’s presence to sustain or presence to punish, the vast majority of biblical
references to God’s presence are simply more brief ways of stating that he is present to bless. When
we become more and more familiar with this biblical pattern of speech, it becomes more and more
difficult to speak of God’s presence in any other way. And perhaps it is even misleading to do so
unless a clear explanation of our meaning can be given.

Some examples of the usual biblical means of expression are as follows: 2 Corinthians 3:17: “Where
the Spirit of the Lord is, there 1s freedom”; Romans 8:9—-10: “you are in the Spirit, if in fact the Spirit
of God dwells inyou. . . . if Christ is in you.. . . your spirits are alive”; John 14:23: “If a man loves

me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home
with him,” and so forth. All of these verses talk about God’s presence and assume that we understand



that they mean God’s presence to bless.

In a parallel kind of expression, when the Bible talks about God being “far away” it usually means he
1s “not present to bless.” For example, Isaiah 59:2 says, “Your iniquities have made a separation
between you and your God,” and Proverbs 15:29 declares: “The LoRrD is far from the wicked, but he
hears the prayer of the righteous.”

In summary, God is present in every part of space with his whole being, yet God acts differently in
different places. Furthermore, when the Bible speaks of God’s presence, it usually means his
presence to bless, and it is only normal for our own speech to conform to this biblical usage.

Herman Bavinck, in The Doctrine of God, quotes a beautiful paragraph illustrating the practical
application of the doctrine of God’s omnipresence:

When you wish to do something evil, you retire from the public into your house where no
enemy may see you; from those places of your house which are open and visible to the eyes
of men you remove yourself into your room; even in your room you fear some witness from
another quarter; you retire into your heart, there you meditate: he is more inward than your
heart. Wherever, therefore, you shall have fled, there he is. From yourself, whither will you
flee? Will you not follow yourself wherever you shall flee? But since there is One more
inward even than yourself, there is no place where you may flee from God angry but to God

reconciled. There is no place at all whither you may flee. Will you flee from him? Flee unto
20

him.
5. Unity. The unity of God may be defined as follows: God is not divided into parts, yet we see
different attributes of God emphasized at different times. This attribute of God has also been called
God’s simplicity, using simple in the less common sense of “not complex” or “not composed of

parts.” But since the word simple today has the more common sense of “easy to understand” and
“unintelligent or foolish,” it is more helpful now to speak of God’s “unity” rather than his

. A
“simplicity.”

When Scripture speaks about God’s attributes it never singles out one attribute of God as more
important than all the rest. There is an assumption that every attribute is completely true of God and is
true of all of God’s character. For example, John can say that “God is light” (1 John 1:5) and then a
little later say also that “God is love” (1 John 4:8). There 1s no suggestion that part of God is light
and part of God is love, or that God is partly light and partly love. Nor should we think that God 1s
more light than love or more love than light. Rather it is God himself who is light, and it is God
himself who 1is also love.

The same is true of other descriptions of God’s character, such as that in Exodus 34:6—7:

The LorD passed before him and proclaimed, “The LorD, the LORD, a God merciful and
gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast
love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means
clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and the children’s



children, to the third and the fourth generation.”

We would not want to say that these attributes are only characteristic of some part of God, but rather
that they are characteristic of God himself and therefore characteristic of all of God.

These considerations indicate that we should not think of God as some kind of collection of various
attributes added together as in figure 11:2.

GOD’S BEING IS NOT A COLLECTION OF ATTRIBUTES ADDED TOGETHER
Figure 11.2

Nor should we think of the attributes of God as something external from God’s real being or real self,
something added on to who God really is, after the analogy of figure 11.3.

GOD’S ATTRIBUTES ARE NOT ADDITIONS TO HIS REAL BEING
Figure 11.3

Rather, we must remember that God’s whole being includes all of his attributes: he is entirely loving,
entirely merciful, entirely just, and so forth. Every attribute of God that we find in Scripture is true of
all of God’s being, and we therefore can say that every attribute of God also qualifies every other
attribute.



Figure 11.4 may be helpful in understanding this doctrine of God’s unity. In the diagram, let us assume
that the horizontal lines represent the attribute of love, and that the vertical lines represent the aspect
of God’s justice.
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GOD’S LOVE AND JUSTICE
Figure 11.4

Furthermore, let us understand the diagonal lines going from upper left to lower right as representing
God’s holiness and the diagonal lines going from upper right to lower left as representing God’s
wisdom, as in figure 11.5.

GOD’S LOVE, JUSTICE, HOLINESS, AND WISDOM
Figure 11.5

We could of course go on with different sorts of lines for each of the different attributes of God. But it
should be clear that each attribute 1s simply a way of describing one aspect of God’s total character
or being. God himself is a unity, a unified and completely integrated whole person who is infinitely
perfect in all of these attributes.

Why then does Scripture speak of these different attributes of God? It is probably because we are
unable to grasp all of God’s character at one time, and we need to learn of it from different
perspectives over a period of time. Yet these perspectives should never be set in opposition to one
another, for they are just different ways of looking at the totality of God’s character.

In terms of practical application, this means that we should never think, for example, that God is a
loving God at one point in history and a just or wrathful God at another point in history. He is the

same God always, and everything he says or does is fully consistent with all his attributes. It is not
accurate to say, as some have said, that God is a God of justice in the Old Testament and a God of



love in the New Testament. God is and always has been infinitely just and infinitely loving as well,
and everything he does in the Old Testament as well as the New Testament is completely consistent
with both of those attributes.

Now it is true that some actions of God show certain of his attributes more prominently. Creation
demonstrates his power and wisdom, the atonement demonstrates his love and justice, and the
radiance of heaven demonstrates his glory and beauty. But all of these in some way or other also
demonstrate his knowledge and holiness and mercy and truthfulness and patience and sovereignty, and
so forth. It would be difficult indeed to find some attribute of God that is not reflected at least to some
degree in any one of his acts of redemption. This is due to the fact mentioned above: God is a unity
and everything he does is an act of the whole person of God.

Moreover, the doctrine of the unity of God should caution us against attempting to single out any one
attribute of God as more important than all the others. At various times people have attempted to see
God’s holiness, or his love, or his self-existence, or his righteousness, or some other attribute as the
most important attribute of his being. But all such attempts seem to misconceive of God as a
combination of various parts, with some parts being somehow larger or more influential than others.
Furthermore, it is hard to understand exactly what “most important” might mean. Does it mean that
there are some actions of God that are not fully consistent with some of his other attributes? That there
are some attributes that God somehow sets aside at times in order to act in ways slightly contrary to
those attributes? Certainly we cannot maintain either of these views, for that would mean that God is
inconsistent with his own character or that he changes and becomes something different from what he
was previously. Rather, when we see all the attributes as merely various aspects of the total character
of God, then such a question becomes quite unnecessary and we discover that there is no attribute that
can be singled out as more important. It is God himself in his whole being who is supremely
important, and it 1s God himself in his whole being whom we are to seek to know and to love.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

1. As you think of God’s independence, unchangeableness, eternity, omnipresence, and unity, can
you see some faint reflections of these five incommunicable attributes in yourself as God created
you to be? What would it mean to strive to become more like God in these areas? At what point
would it be wrong to even want to be like God in each of these areas because it would be
attempting to usurp his unique role as Creator and Lord?

2. Using each of these five incommunicable attributes, explain how we will be more like God in
heaven than we are now, and also how we will for all eternity be unlike God in each of these
five areas.

3. Explain how each aspect of the doctrine of God’s independence makes you feel emotionally.
Does this doctrine have a positive or negative effect on your spiritual life? Explain why.

4. Explain how the doctrine of God’s immutability or unchangeableness helps to answer the
following questions: Will we be able to do a good job of bringing up children in such an evil
world as we have today? Is it possible to have the same close fellowship with God that people
had during biblical times? What can we think or do to make Bible stories seem more real and
less removed from our present life? Do you think that God is less willing to answer prayer today
than he was in Bible times?

5. Ifyou sin against God today, when would it start bringing sorrow to God’s heart? When would it



stop bringing sorrow to God’s heart? Does this reflection help you understand why God’s
character requires that he punish sin? Why did God have to send his Son to bear the punishment
for sin instead of simply forgetting about sin and welcoming sinners into heaven without having
given the punishment for sin to anyone? Does God now think of your sins as forgiven or as
unforgiven sins?

. If you sing praise to God today, when will the sound of that praise cease being present in God’s
consciousness and bringing delight to his heart? Do songs of praise to God have any ultimate
meaning? What about trusting in him hour by hour or obeying him throughout each day?

. Is control over the use of your time a struggle in your own life? As we grow toward maturity in
the Christian life and toward conformity to the image of Christ, will we become more like God
in our mastery over time? In what ways?

. Explain how each of the five incommunicable attributes of God discussed in this chapter can be
a help in your own prayer life.

SPECIAL TERMS

anthropomorphic language infinity with respect to space
aseity infinity with respect to time
communicable attributes names of God
eternity omnipresence
immutability self-existence
incommunicable attributes simplicity
independence unchangeableness
infinite unity
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SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE
Psalm 102:25-27:

Of old you laid the foundation of the earth,



and the heavens are the work of your hands.
They will perish, but you endure;
they will all wear out like a garment.
You change them like raiment, and they pass away,
but you are the same, and your years have no end.
HYMN
“Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise”

In several lines of this hymn the various attributes of God are mentioned in such rapid succession that
it 1s impossible for us to reflect on each one individually as we sing. That is not entirely a
disadvantage of the hymn, however, for it makes us realize that when we finally see God in all his
glory in heaven, the wonder of beholding him and all his perfections at once will overwhelm us far
more completely than does this hymn, and we will find ourselves lost in praise.

Immortal, invisible, God only wise,

In light inaccessible hid from our eyes,

Most blessed, most glorious, the Ancient of Days,
Almighty, victorious, thy great name we praise.
Unresting, unhasting, and silent as light,

Nor wanting, nor wasting, thou rulest in might;
Thy justice like mountains high soaring above
Thy clouds which are fountains of goodness and love.
Great Father of glory, pure Father of light,

Thine angels adore thee, all veiling their sight;
All praise we would render; O help us to see

"Tis only the splendor of light hideth thee!

AUTHOR: WALTER CHALMERS SMITH, 1867

Alternative hymn: “Have You Not Known, Have You Not Heard?”



NOTES
{Herman Bavinck, The Doctrine of God, trans. and ed. by William Hendriksen (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1951), pp. 86-89.

ZAlthough Jesus Christ now has a physical body as God-man, the Father and Holy Spirit do not, nor did the Son before he was conceived in Mary’s womb. (In the
Old Testament “theophanies,” where God appeared in human form, these human bodies were only temporary appearances and did not belong to the person of God.)

3« Anthrop omorphic” comes from two Greek words, anthrgpos, “man,” and morphé, “form.” An anthropomorphic description of God describes God in human forms
or human terms.

This mistake would be made, for example, by people who argue that God has a human body, because Scripture talks about his eyes, ears, mouth, etc. By the same
reasoning they should say that God also looks like a lion, a lamb, an eagle, a fire, a rock, a hen, a fountain, the sun, a shield, a shadow, and a temple—all at once! The
mistake is to fail to recognize that these are all metaphors that tell us about God’s character, but that God himself is “spirit” (John 4:24) and has no material body.

3The four key words (being, perfections, purposes, promises) used as a summary of the ways in which God is unchanging are taken from Louis Berkhof, Systematic
Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1939, 1941), p. 58.

91t is significant that this passage is quoted in Heb. 1:11-12 and applied to Jesus Christ. Heb. 13:8 also applies the attribute of unchangeableness to Christ: “Jesus
Christ is the same yesterday and today and for ever.” Thus, God the Son shares fully in this divine attribute.

IHerman Bavinck, The Doctrine of God, trans. by William Hendriksen (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1977, reprint of 1951 ed.), p. 149.
8See BAGD, p. 566.

2Charles Hartshorne (born 1897) taught at the University of Chicago, Emory University, and the University of Texas. An introduction to process theology by two of
its advocates is Process Theology: An Introductory Exposition by John B. Cobb, Jr., and David R. Griffin (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976). Detailed evangelical
analyses may be found in Carl F. H. Henry, “The Resurgence of Process Philosophy,” in God, Revelation, and Authority, 6:52—75, and Royce Gruenler, The
Inexhaustible God: Biblical Faith and the Challenge of Process Theism (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1983).

Two excellent recent articles from an evangelical perspective have been written by Bruce A. Ware: “An Exposition and Critique of the Process Doctrines of Divine
Mutability and Immutability,” W7J 47 (1985): 175-96 (a critique of process theology), and “An Evangelical Reformulation of the Doctrine of the Immutability of
God,” JETS 29 (1986): 43146 (a positive restatement of an orthodox view of God’s immutability).

L0See Ware’s revealing discussion of Hartshorne’s idea that we contribute value to God that he would otherwise lack: “Exposition and Critique,” pp. 183-85.
LSee chapter 21 on the reasons for the creation of man.

LTechnically speaking we must recognize that Judaism, so far as it is based on what we call the Old Testament, also has a view of God that shows him to be both
infinite and personal, although Judaism has never recognized the indications of God’s trinitarian nature that are present even in the Old Testament (see chapter 14).

LAlpha and omega are the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, so when God says that he is the Alpha and the Omega he implies that he is before everything else
and he is after everything else; he is the beginning of everything and will always be the end (or goal) of everything.

1411 fact, the alternative to saying that time began when God created the universe is to say that time never began, but there has always been a succession of moments
one after another, extending infinitely far back into the past, but never having a starting point. But to have time without a beginning seems to many people to be absurd
and is probably impossible. Bavinck says, “Eternal time in the sense of time without beginning is inconceivable” (The Doctrine of God, p. 157).

L As we shall see below, this does not mean that all events of history look to God as if they were present, for God sees events in time and acts in time.

LCarl F. H. Henry argues for God’s timeless eternity as the historic position of Christian orthodoxy in God, Revelation and Authority (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1982),
5:235-67, and gives a detailed analysis of current challenges from both nonevangelical and evangelical theologians. A thorough recent philosophical defense of God’s
timeless eternity is Paul Helm, Eternal God: A Study of God Without Time (Oxford: Clarendon, 1988).

LSometimes theologians have objected that God cannot be “timelessly eternal” in the sense described above, because the moment he creates something, he is acting in
time and therefore he must exist in time. (See, e.g., Stephen T. Davis, Logic and the Nature of God [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983], pp. 11-24.) But this objection
fails to distinguish what God is in his own being (he exists without beginning, end, or succession of moments) from what God does outside of himself (he creates in
time and acts in time in other ways). Davis says that we have no coherent notion of “causation in which an eternal cause produces a temporal effect” (p. 21), but that
is simply to admit that we do not understand how a timelessly eternal God can act in time; it does not prove that God cannot be timeless and still act in time. Surely
here, when talking about the relationship between God and time, it would be folly to say that what we cannot understand must be impossible!

Davis also falls into another form of the “if God is infinite he cannot be personal” mistake mentioned above (see note 12). He says, “A timeless being cannot be the
personal, caring, involved God we read about in the Bible” (p. 14). But to prove this he just talks about God’s actions in time, without ever showing why God cannot
both act in time (be personally involved) and be timeless in his own being (be infinite or unlimited with respect to time). Finally, while he mentions the possibility that
time was created but will sometime cease to exist (p. 23), he fails to consider the alternative that seems much more likely in view of the Bible’s promises of eternal life,
namely, that time was once created but will never cease to exist in the future.

Those who, like Davis, deny that God is timelessly eternal, still say that God has eternally existed but that he has always existed in time and always experienced a
succession of moments. But this position raises even more difficulties, because it requires that time never began, but stretches infinitely far into the past. However,
that does not seem possible, because if the past is infinitely long, we could never have reached this moment. (This objection is one form of saying that an actual infinite
cannot exist, a philosophical conception that is explained skillfully by William Lane Craig in The Existence of God and the Beginning of the Universe [San Bernardino,



Calif.: Here’s Life Publishers, 1979], pp. 35-53, and, with fuller reference to philosophical responses to this argument, by J. P. Moreland, Scaling the Secular City: A
Defense of Christianity [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987], pp. 15-34.)

18Rev. 10:6 in the KJV reads, “that there should be time no longer,” but “delay” is a better translation for the Greek term chronos in this context (as in the RSV,
NASB, NIV, and NKJV). In fact, the next verse assumes the continuation of time, for it talks of events to be fulfilled “in the days of the trumpet call to be sounded by
the seventh angel” (Rev. 10:7).

LThe present participle pheron, “carrying along,” in Heb. 1:3 implies that Christ’s activity of “carrying along all things” (that is, keeping all things in the universe
existing and functioning regularly) is a continual activity, one that never ceases.

DHerman Bavinck, The Doctrine of God, p. 164. The citation is reproduced in the book with no indication of its source.

gy stematic theologians have often distinguished another aspect of God’s unity at this point, namely the “unity” found in the fact that God is one God, not many
gods. This fact has been called the “unity of singularity,” whereas what I have here called God’s unity has then been called the “unity of simplicity.”

While I agree that God is one God, it can be confusing to speak of two different kinds of unity in God. Therefore, I have not used the term “unity of singularity” or
discussed the concept here, but have rather treated the question in chapter 14, on the Trinity.



Chapter 12




The Character of God: “Communicable” Attributes
(Part 1)

How is God like us in his being and in mental and moral attributes?

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

In this chapter we consider the attributes of God that are “communicable,” or more shared with us
than those mentioned in the previous chapter. It must be remembered that this division into
“incommunicable” and “communicable” is not an absolute division and there is some room for

difference of opinion concerning which attributes should fit into which categories.” The list of
attributes here put in the category “communicable” is a common one, but understanding the definition
of each attribute is more important than being able to categorize them in exactly the way presented in

this book.

Furthermore, any list of God’s attributes must be based on some understanding of how finely one
wishes to make distinctions between various aspects of God’s character. Are God’s goodness and
love two attributes or one? What about knowledge and wisdom, or spirituality and invisibility? In this
chapter, each of these attributes is treated separately, and the result is a rather long list of various
attributes. Yet in several cases it would not make much difference if someone were to treat these
pairs as various aspects of the same attribute. If we remember that it is the entire and wholly
integrated person of God about whom we are talking, it will be apparent that the division into various
attributes 1s not a matter of great doctrinal significance but is something that must be based on one’s
judgment concerning the most effective way to present the biblical material.

This chapter divides God’s “communicable” attributes into five major categories, with individual
attributes listed under each category as follows:

A. Attributes Describing God’s Being
1. Spirituality
2. Invisibility

B. Mental Attributes
3. Knowledge (or Omniscience)
4. Wisdom
5. Truthfulness (and Faithfulness)

C. Moral Attributes



6. Goodness

7. Love

8. Mercy (Grace, Patience)

9. Holiness

10. Peace (or Order)

11. Righteousness (or Justice)

12. Jealousy

13. Wrath
D. Attributes of Purpose

14. Will

15. Freedom

16. Omnipotence (or Power, and Sovereignty)
E. “Summary” Attributes

17. Perfection

18. 9;Blessedness

19. Beauty

20. Glory

Because God’s communicable attributes are to be imitated in our lives, each of these sections will
include a short explanation of the way in which the attribute in question is to be imitated by us.

A. Attributes Describing God’s Being

1. Spirituality. People have often wondered, what is God made of ? Is he made of flesh and blood
like ourselves? Certainly not. What then is the material that forms his being? Is God made of matter at
all? Or 1s God pure energy? Or is he in some sense pure thought?

The answer of Scripture is that God is none of these. Rather, we read that “God is spirit” (John
4:24). This statement is spoken by Jesus in the context of a discussion with the woman at the well in
Samaria. The discussion is about the /ocation where people should worship God, and Jesus is telling
her that true worship of God does not require that one be present either in Jerusalem or in Samaria



(John 4:21), for true worship has to do not with physical location but with one’s inner spiritual
condition. This is because “God is spirit” and this apparently signifies that God is in no way limited
to a spatial location.

Thus, we should not think of God as having size or dimensions, even infinite ones (see the discussion
on God’s omnipresence in the previous chapter). We should not think of God’s existence as spirit as
meaning that God is infinitely large, for example, for it is not part of God but al/ of God that is in
every point of space (see Ps. 139:7—-10). Nor should we think that God’s existence as spirit means
that God is infinitely small, for no place in the universe can surround him or contain him (see 1 Kings
8:27). Thus, God’s being cannot be rightly thought of in terms of space, however we may understand
his existence as “spirit.”

We also find that God forbids his people to think of Ais very being as similar to anything else in the
physical creation. We read in the Ten Commandments:

You shall not make for yourselfa graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in
heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; you shall
not bow down to them or serve them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, visiting
the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and the fourth generation of those
who hate me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my
commandments. (Ex. 20:4-6)

The creation language in this commandment (“heaven above, or . . . earth beneath, or . . . water under
the earth”) is a reminder that God’s being, his essential mode of existence, is different from
everything that he has created. To think of his being in terms of anything else in the created universe is
to misrepresent him, to limit him, to think of him as less than he really is. To make a graven (or
“carved” or “sculptured”) image of God as a golden calf, for example, may have been an attempt to
portray God as a God who i1s strong and full of life (like a calf), but to say that God was like a calf
was a horribly false statement about God’s knowledge, wisdom, love, mercy, omnipresence, eternity,
independence, holiness, righteousness, justice, and so forth. Indeed, while we must say that God has
made all creation so that each part of it reflects something of his own character, we must also now
affirm that to picture God as existing in a form or mode of being that is like anything else in creation
is to think of God in a horribly misleading and dishonoring way.

This is why God’s jealousy is given as the reason for the prohibition against making images of him:
“for I the LORD your God am a jealous God . . .” (Ex. 20:5). God is jealous to protect his own honor.
He eagerly seeks for people to think of him as he is and to worship him for all his excellence, and he
is angered when his glory is diminished or his character is falsely represented (cf. Deut. 4:23-24,
where God’s intense jealousy for his own honor is again given as the reason for a prohibition against
making any images of him).

Thus, God does not have a physical body, nor is he made of any kind of matter like much of the rest of
creation. Furthermore, God is not merely energy or thought or some other element of creation. He is
also not like vapor or steam or air or space, all of which are created things: God’s being 1s not like
any of these. God’s being is not even exactly like our own spirits, for these are created things that
apparently are able to exist only in one place in one time.



Instead of all these ideas of God, we must say that God is spirit. Whatever this means, it is a kind of
existence that is unlike anything else in creation. It is a kind of existence that is far superior to all our
material existence. We might say that God is “pure being” or “the fullness or essence of being.”
Furthermore, this kind of existence is not less real or less desirable than our own existence. Rather, it
is more real and more desirable than the material and immaterial existence of all creation. Before
there was any creation, God existed as spirit. His own being is so very real that it was able to cause
everything else to come into existence!

At this point we can define God’s spirituality: God’s spirituality means that God exists as a being
that is not made of any matter, has no parts or dimensions, is unable to be perceived by our bodily
senses, and is more excellent than any other kind of existence.

We may ask why God’s being is this way. Why is God spirit? All that we can say is that this is the
greatest, most excellent way to be! This is a form of existence far superior to anything we know. It is
amazing to meditate on this fact.

These considerations make us wonder i1f God’s spirituality should perhaps be called an
“incommunicable” attribute. To do so would indeed be appropriate in some ways, since God’s being
is so different from ours. Nevertheless, the fact remains that God has given us spirits in which we
worship him (John 4:24; 1 Cor. 14:14; Phil. 3:3), in which we are united with the Lord’s spirit (1
Cor. 6:17), with which the Holy Spirit joins to bear witness to our adoption in God’s family (Rom.
8:16), and in which we pass into the Lord’s presence when we die (Luke 23:46; Eccl. 12:7; Heb.
12:23; cf. Phil. 1:23-24). Therefore there 1s clearly some communication from God to us of a
spiritual nature that is something like his own nature, though certainly not in all respects. For this
reason it also seems appropriate to think of God’s spirituality as a communicable attribute.

2. Invisibility. Related to God’s spirituality is the fact that God is invisible. Yet we also must speak
of the visible ways in which God manifests himself. God’s invisibility can be defined as follows:
God’s invisibility means that God'’s total essence, all of his spiritual being, will never be able to
be seen by us, yet God still shows himself to us through visible, created things.

Many passages speak of the fact that God is not able to be seen. “No one has ever seen God” (John
1:18). Jesus says, “Not that any one has seen the Father except him who is from God; he has seen the
Father” (John 6:46). Paul gives the following words of praise: “To the King of ages, immortal,
invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen” (1 Tim. 1:17). He speaks of
God as one “who alone has immortality and dwells in unapproachable light, whom no man has ever
seen or can see” (1 Tim. 6:16). John says, “No man has ever seen God” (1 John 4:12).

We must remember that these passages were all written after events in Scripture where people saw
some outward manifestation of God. For example, very early in Scripture we read, “Thus the LORD
used to speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend” (Ex. 33:11). Yet God told Moses,
“You cannot see my face; for man shall not see me and live” (Ex. 33:20). Nevertheless, God caused
his glory to pass by Moses while he hid Moses in a cleft of the rock, and then God let Moses see his
back after he had passed by, but said, “my face shall not be seen” (Ex. 33:21-23). This sequence of
verses and others like it in the Old Testament indicate that there was a sense in which God could not
be seen at all, but that there was also some outward form or manifestation of God which at least in



part was able to be seen by man.

It 1s right, therefore, to say that although God’s fotal essence will never be able to be seen by us,
nevertheless, God still shows something of himself to us through visible, created things. This happens
in a variety of ways.

If we are to think of God, we must think of him somehow. God understands this and gives us hundreds

of different analogies taken from our human lives or from the creative World.3 This huge diversity of
analogies from all parts of creation reminds us that we should not focus overly much on any one of
these analogies. Yet if we do not focus exclusively on any one of these analogies, all of them help to
reveal God to us in a somewhat “visible” way (cf. Gen. 1:27; Ps. 19:1; Rom. 1:20).

The Old Testament also records a number of theophanies. A theophany is “an appearance of God.” In
these theophanies God took on various visible forms to show himself to people. God appeared to
Abraham (Gen. 18:1-33), Jacob (Gen. 32:28-30), the people of Israel (as a pillar of cloud by day
and fire by night: Ex. 13:21-22), the elders of Israel (Ex. 24:9—11), Manoah and his wife (Judg.
13:21-22), Isaiah (Isa. 6:1), and others.

A much greater visible manifestation of God than these Old Testament theophanies was found in the
person of Jesus Christ himself. He could say, “He who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9).
And John contrasts the fact that no one has ever seen God with the fact that God’s only Son has made

him known to us: “No one has ever seen God; the only begotten God,il who is in the bosom of the
Father, he has made him known” (John 1:18, author’s translation). Furthermore, Jesus is “the image of
the invisible God” (Col. 1:15), and is “the bright radiance of the glory of God” and is “the exact
representation of his nature” (Heb. 1:3 author’s translation). Thus, in the person of Jesus we have a
unique visible manifestation of God in the New Testament that was not available to believers who
saw theophanies in the Old Testament.

But how will we see God in heaven? We will never be able to see or know all of God, for “his
greatness 1s unsearchable” (Ps. 145:3; cf. John 6:46; 1 Tim. 1:17; 6:16; 1 John 4:12, which were
mentioned above). And we will not be able to see—at least with our physical eyes—the spiritual
being of God. Nevertheless, Scripture says that we will see God himself. Jesus says, “Blessed are the
pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matt. 5:8). We will be able to see the human nature of Jesus,
of course (Rev. 1:7). But it is not clear in exactly what sense we will be able to “see” the Father and
the Holy Spirit, or the divine nature of God the Son (cf. Rev. 1:4; 4:2-3, 5; 5:6). Perhaps the nature of
this “seeing” will not be known to us until we reach heaven.

Although what we see will not be an exhaustive vision of God, it will be a completely true and clear
and real vision of God. We shall see “face to face” (1 Cor. 13:12) and “we shall see him as he is” (1
John 3:2). The most remarkable description of the open, close fellowship with God that we shall
experience 1s seen in the fact that in the heavenly city “the throne of God and of the Lamb shall be in
it, and his servants shall worship him; they shall see his face, and his name shall be on their
foreheads” (Rev. 22:3-4).

When we realize that God 1s the perfection of all that we long for or desire, that he is the summation



of everything beautiful or desirable, then we realize that the greatest joy of the life to come will be
that we ““shall see his face.” This seeing of God “face to face” has been called the beatific vision,
meaning “the vision that makes us blessed or happy” (“beatific” is from two Latin words, beatus,
“blessed,” and facere, “to make™). To look at God changes us and makes us like him: “We shall be
like him, for we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2; cf. 2 Cor. 3:18). This vision of God will be the
consummation of our knowing God and will give us full delight and joy for all eternity: “in your
presence there is fulness of joy, in your right hand are pleasures for evermore” (Ps. 16:11).

B. Mental Attributes

3. Knowledge (Omniscience). God’s knowledge may be defined as follows: God fully knows
himself and all things actual and possible in one simple and eternal act.

Elihu says that God is the one “who is perfect in knowledge” (Job 37:16), and John says that God
“knows everything” (1 John 3:20). The quality of knowing everything is called omniscience, and
because God knows everything, he is said to be omniscient (that is, “all-knowing”).

The definition given above explains omniscience in more detail. It says first that God fully knows
himself. This is an amazing fact since God’s own being is infinite or unlimited. Of course, only he
who is infinite can fully know himself in every detail. This fact is implied by Paul when he says, “For
the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God. For what person knows a man’s thoughts
except the spirit of the man which is in him? So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except
the Spirit of God” (1 Cor. 2:10-11).

This idea is also suggested by John’s statement that “God is light and in him is no darkness at all” (1
John 1:5). In this context “light” has a suggestion of both moral purity and full knowledge or
awareness. If there is “no darkness at all” in God, but he is entirely “light,” then God 1s himself both
entirely holy and also entirely filled with self-knowledge.

The definition also says that God knows “all things actual.” This means all things that exist and all
things that happen. This applies to creation, for God is the one before whom “no creature is hidden,
but all are open and laid bare to the eyes of him with whom we have to do” (Heb. 4:13; cf. 2 Chron.
16:9; Job 28:24; Matt. 10:29-30). God also knows the future, for he is the one who can say, “I am
God, and there is none like me, declaring the end from the beginning and from ancient times things not
yet done” (Isa. 46:9—10; cf. 42:8-9 and frequent passages in the Old Testament prophets). He knows
the tiny details of every one of our lives, for Jesus tells us, “Your Father knows what you need before
you ask him” (Matt. 6:8), and, “Even the hairs of your head are all numbered” (Matt. 10:30).

In Psalm 139 David reflects on the amazing detail of God’s knowledge of our lives. He knows our
actions and thoughts: “O LoRD, you have searched me and known me! You know when I sit down and
when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from afar” (Ps. 139:1-2). He knows the words we will say
before they are spoken: “Even before a word is on my tongue, lo, O LOrD, you know it altogether”
(Ps. 139:4). And he knows all the days of our lives even before we are born: “Your eyes beheld my
unformed substance; in your book were written, every one of them, the days that were formed for me,
when as yet there was none of them” (Ps. 139:16).
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The definition of God’s knowledge given above also specifies that God knows “all things possible.’
This is because there are some instances in Scripture where God gives information about events that
might happen but that do not actually come to pass. For example, when David was fleeing from Saul
he rescued the city of Keilah from the Philistines and then stayed for a time at Keilah. He decided to
ask God whether Saul would come to Keilah to attack him and, if Saul came, whether the men of
Keilah would surrender him into Saul’s hand. David said:

“Will Saul come down, as your servant has heard? O LorD, the God of Israel, I beseech
you, tell your servant.” And the LORD said, “He will come down.” Then said David, “Will
the men of Keilah surrender me and my men into the hand of Saul?”” And the LORD said,
“They will surrender you.” Then David and his men, who were about six hundred, arose
and departed from Keilah, and they went wherever they could go. When Saul was told that
David had escaped from Keilah, he gave up the expedition. (1 Sam. 23:11-13)

Similarly, Jesus could state that Tyre and Sidon would have repented if Jesus’ own miracles had been
done there in former days: “Woe to you, Chorazin! woe to you, Bethsaida! for if the mighty works
done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and
ashes” (Matt. 11:21). Similarly, he says, “And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You
shall be brought down to Hades. For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Sodom, it
would have remained until this day” (Matt. 11:23; cf. 2 Kings 13:19, where Elisha tells what would
have happened if King Joash had struck the ground five or six times with the arrows).

The fact that God knows all things possible can also be deduced from God’s full knowledge of
himself. If God fully knows himself, he knows everything he is able to do, which includes all things
that are possible. This fact is indeed amazing. God has made an incredibly complex and varied
universe. But there are thousands upon thousands of other variations or kinds of things that God could
have created but did not. God’s infinite knowledge includes detailed knowledge of what each of those
other possible creations would have been like and what would have happened in each of them! “Such
knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is high, I cannot attain 1t” (Ps. 139:6). “For as the heavens are
higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts™ (Isa.
55:9).

Our definition of God’s knowledge speaks of God knowing everything in one “simple act.” Here
again the word simple is used in the sense “not divided into parts.” This means that God is always
fully aware of everything. If he should wish to tell us the number of grains of sand on the seashore or
the number of stars in the sky, he would not have to count them all quickly like some kind of giant
computer, nor would he have to call the number to mind because it was something he had not thought
about for a time. Rather, he always knows all things at once. All of these facts and all other things that
he knows are always fully present in his consciousness. He does not have to reason to conclusions or
ponder carefully before he answers, for he knows the end from the beginning, and he never learns and
never forgets anything (cf. Ps. 90:4; 2 Peter 3:8; and the verses cited above on God’s perfect
knowledge). Every bit of God’s knowledge is always fully present in his consciousness; it never
grows dim or fades into his nonconscious memory. Finally, the definition talks about God’s
knowledge as not only a simple act but also an “eternal act.” This means that God’s knowledge never
changes or grows. If he were ever to learn something new, he would not have been omniscient



beforehand. Thus, from all eternity God has known all things that would happen and all things that he
would do.

Someone may object that God promises to forget our sins. For example, he says, “I will not remember
your sins” (Isa. 43:25). Yet passages like this can certainly be understood to mean that God will
never again let the knowledge of these sins play any part in the way he relates to us: he will “forget”
them in his relationship to us. Another objection to the biblical teaching about God’s omniscience has
been brought from Jeremiah 7:31; 19:5; and 31:35, where God refers to the horrible practices of
parents who burn to death their own children in the sacrificial fires of the pagan god Baal, and says,
“which I did not command, nor did it come into my mind” (Jer. 7:31). Does this mean that before the
time of Jeremiah God had never thought of the possibility that parents would sacrifice their own
children? Certainly not, for that very practice had occurred a century earlier in the reigns of Ahaz (2
Kings 16:3) and Hoshea (2 Kings 17:17), and God himself had forbidden the practice eight hundred
years earlier under Moses (Lev. 18:21). The verses in Jeremiah are probably better translated quite
literally, “nor did it enter into my Aheart” (so KJV at Jer. 7:31, and the literal translation in the NASB
mg.—the Hebrew word is /eb, most frequently translated “heart”), giving the sense, “nor did I wish

for it, desire it, think of it in a positive way.”

Another difficulty that arises in this connection is the question of the relationship between God’s
knowledge of everything that will happen in the future and the reality and degree of freedom we have
in our actions. If God knows everything that will happen, how can our choices be at all “free”? In
fact, this difficulty has loomed so large that some theologians have concluded that God does not know
all of the future. They have said that God does not know things that cannot (in their opinion) be
known, such as the free acts of people that have not yet occurred (sometimes the phrase used is the
“contingent acts of free moral agents,” where “contingent” means “possible but not certain”). But such
a position is unsatisfactory because it essentially denies God’s knowledge of the future of human
history at any point in time and thus is inconsistent with the passages cited above about God’s
knowledge of the future and with dozens of other Old Testament prophetic passages where God

. . . . 0
predicts the future far in advance and in great detail.

How then are we to resolve this difficulty? Although this question will be treated in much more detail
in chapter 16 on God’s providence, it may be helpful at this point to note the suggestion of Augustine,
who said that God has given us “reasonable self-determination.” His statement does not involve the
terms free or freedom, for these terms are exceptionally difficult to define in any way that
satisfactorily accounts for God’s complete knowledge of future events. But this statement does affirm
what is important to us and what we sense to be true in our own experience, that our choices and
decisions are “reasonable.” That is, we think about what to do, consciously decide what we will do,
and then we follow the course of action that we have chosen.

Augustine’s statement also says that we have “self-determination.” This is simply affirming that our
choices really do determine what will happen. It is not as if events occur regardless of what we
decide or do, but rather that they occur because of what we decide and do. No attempt is made in this
statement to define the sense in which we are “free” or “not free,” but that is not the really important
issue: for us, it is important that we think, choose, and act, and that these thoughts, choices, and
actions are real and actually have eternal significance. If God knows all our thoughts, words, and



actions long before they occur, then there must be some sense in which our choices are not absolutely
free. But further definition of this issue is better left until it can be treated more fully in chapter 16.

4. Wisdom. God’s wisdom means that God always chooses the best goals and the best means to
those goals. This definition goes beyond the 1dea of God knowing all things and specifies that God’s
decisions about what he will do are always wise decisions: that is, they always will bring about the
best results (from God’s ultimate perspective), and they will bring about those results through the best
possible means.

Scripture affirms God’s wisdom in general in several places. He is called “the only wise God”
(Rom. 16:27). Job says that God “is wise in heart” (Job 9:4), and “With him are wisdom and might;
he has counsel and understanding” (Job 12:13). God’s wisdom is seen specifically in creation. The
psalmist exclaims, “O LorRD, how manifold are your works! In wisdom you have made them all; the
earth is full of your creatures” (Ps. 104:24). As God created the universe, it was perfectly suited to
bring him glory, both in its day-by-day processes and in the goals for which he created it. Even now,
while we still see the effects of sin and the curse on the natural world, we should be amazed at how
harmonious and intricate God’s creation is.

God’s wisdom is also seen in his great plan of redemption. Christ is “the wisdom of God” to those
who are called (1 Cor. 1:24, 30), even though the word of the cross is “foolishness” to those who
reject it and think themselves to be wise in this world (1 Cor. 1:18-20). Yet even this is a reflection
of God’s wise plan: “For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom,
it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. . . . God chose what is
foolish in the world to shame the wise . . . so that no human being might boast in the presence of God”
(1 Cor. 1:21, 27, 29).

Paul knows that what we now think of as the “simple” gospel message, understandable even to the
very young, reflects an amazing plan of God, which in its depths of wisdom surpasses anything man
could ever have imagined. At the end of eleven chapters of reflection on the wisdom of God’s plan of
redemption, Paul bursts forth into spontaneous praise: “O the depth of the riches and wisdom and
knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!” (Rom.
11:33).

When Paul preaches the gospel both to Jews and to Gentiles, and they become unified in the one body
of Christ (Eph. 3:6), the incredible “mystery” that was “hidden for ages in God who created all
things” (Eph. 3:9) is plain for all to see, namely, that in Christ such totally diverse people become
united. When groups so different racially and culturally become members of the one body of Christ,
then God’s purpose is fulfilled, “that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be
made known to the principalities and powers in the heavenly places™ (Eph. 3:10).

Today this means that God’s wisdom is shown even to angels and demons (“principalities and
powers”) when people from different racial and cultural backgrounds are united in Christ in the
church. If the Christian church is faithful to God’s wise plan, it will be always in the forefront in
breaking down racial and social barriers in societies around the world, and will thus be a visible
manifestation of God’s amazingly wise plan to bring great unity out of great diversity and thereby to
cause all creation to honor him.



God’s wisdom is also shown in our individual lives. “We know that God works all things together
for good for those who love him, who are called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28, author’s
translation). Here Paul affirms that God does work wisely in all the things that come into our lives,
and that through all these things he advances us toward the goal of conformity to the image of Christ
(Rom. 8:29). It should be our great confidence and a source of peace day by day to know that God
causes all things to move us toward the ultimate goal he has for our lives, namely, that we might be
like Christ and thereby bring glory to him. Such confidence enabled Paul to accept his “thorn in the
flesh” (2 Cor. 12:7) as something that, though painful, God in his wisdom had chosen not to remove
(2 Cor. 12:8-10).

Every day of our lives, we may quiet our discouragement with the comfort that comes from the
knowledge of God’s infinite wisdom: if we are his children, we can know that he is working wisely
in our lives, even today, to bring us into greater conformity into the image of Christ.

God’s wisdom is, of course, in part communicable to us. We can ask God confidently for wisdom
when we need it, for he promises in his Word, “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who
gives to all men generously and without reproaching, and it will be given him” (James 1:5). This
wisdom, or skill in living a life pleasing to God, comes primarily from reading and obeying his
Word: “The testimony of the LORD is sure, making wise the simple” (Ps. 19:7; cf. Deut. 4:6-8).

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom” (Ps. 111:10; Prov. 9:10; cf. Prov. 1:7), because if
we fear dishonoring God or displeasing him, and if we fear his fatherly discipline, then we will have
the motivation that makes us want to follow his ways and live according to his wise commands.
Furthermore, the possession of wisdom from God will result not in pride but in humility (Prov. 11:2;
James 3:13), not in arrogance but in a gentle and peaceful spirit (James 3:14—18). The person who is
wise according to God’s standards will continually walk in dependence on the Lord and with a desire
to exalt him.

Yet we must also remember that God’s wisdom is not entirely communicable: we can never fully
share God’s wisdom (Rom. 11:33). In practical terms, this means that there will frequently be times
in this life when we will not be able to understand why God allowed something to happen. Then we
have simply to trust him and go on obeying his wise commands for our lives: “Therefore let those
who suffer according to God’s will do right and entrust their souls to a faithful Creator” (1 Peter
4:19; cf. Deut. 29:29; Prov. 3:5-6). God is infinitely wise and we are not, and it pleases him when
we have faith to trust his wisdom even when we do not understand what he is doing.

5. Truthfulness (and Faithfulness). God'’s truthfulness means that he is the true God, and that all
his knowledge and words are both true and the final standard of truth.

The term veracity, which means “truthfulness” or “reliability,” has sometimes been used as a
synonym for God’s truthfulness.

The first part of this definition indicates that the God revealed in Scripture is the true or real God and
that all other so-called gods are idols. “The LoRD is the true God; he is the living God and the
everlasting King. . . . The gods who did not make the heavens and the earth shall perish from the earth
and from under the heavens” (Jer. 10:10—11). Jesus says to his Father, “And this is eternal life, that



they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent” (John 17:3; cf. 1 John 5:20).

We might ask what it means to be the true God as opposed to other beings who are not God. It must
mean that God in his own being or character is the one who fully conforms to the idea of what God
should be: namely, a being who 1s infinitely perfect in power, in wisdom, in goodness, in lordship
over time and space, and so forth. But we may further ask, whose idea of God is this? What idea of
God must one conform to in order to be the true God?

At this point our train of thought becomes somewhat circular, for we must not say that a being must
conform to our idea of what God should be like in order to be the true God! We are mere creatures!
We cannot define what the true God must be like! So we must say that it is God himself who has the
only perfect idea of what the true God should be like. And he himself is the true God because in his
being and character he perfectly conforms to his own idea of what the true God should be. In addition,
he has implanted in our minds a reflection of his own idea of what the true God must be, and this
enables us to recognize him as God.

The definition given above also affirms that all of God’s knowledge is true and is the final standard
of truth. Job tells us that God is “perfect in knowledge” (Job 37:16; see also the verses cited above
under the discussion of God’s omniscience). To say that God knows all things and that his knowledge
is perfect is to say that he is never mistaken in his perception or understanding of the world: all that
he knows and thinks is true and is a correct understanding of the nature of reality. In fact, since God
knows all things infinitely well, we can say that the standard of true knowledge is conformity to
God’s knowledge. If we think the same thing God thinks about anything in the universe, we are
thinking truthfully about it.

Our definition also affirms that God’s words are both true and the final standard of truth. This
means that God is reliable and faithful in his words. With respect to his promises, God always does
what he promises to do, and we can depend on him never to be unfaithful to his promises. Thus, he 1s
“a God of faithfulness (Deut. 32:4). In fact, this specific aspect of God’s truthfulness is sometimes
viewed as a distinct attribute: God'’s faithfulness means that God will always do what he has said
and fulfill what he has promised (Num. 23:19; cf. 2 Sam. 7:28; Ps. 141:6; et al.). He can be relied
upon, and he will never prove unfaithful to those who trust what he has said. Indeed, the essence of
true faith is taking God at his word and relying on him to do as he has promised.

In addition to the fact that God is faithful to his promises, we must also affirm that all of God’s words
about himself and about his creation completely correspond to reality. That is, God always speaks
truth when he speaks. He is “the unlying God” (Titus 1:2, author’s translation), the God for whom it is
impossible to lie (Heb. 6:18), the God whose every word is perfectly “pure” (Ps. 12:6), the one of
whom it can be said, “Every word of God proves true” (Prov. 30:5). God’s words are not simply true
in the sense that they conform to some standard of truthfulness outside of God. Rather, they are truth
itself; they are the final standard and definition of truth. So Jesus can say to the Father, “Your word is
truth” (John 17:17). What was said about the truthfulness of God’s knowledge can also be said about
God’s words, for they are based on his perfect knowledge and accurately reflect that perfect
knowledge: God’s words are “truth” in the sense that they are the final standard by which truthfulness
is to be judged: whatever conforms to God’s own words is also true, and what fails to conform to his
words is not true.



The truthfulness of God is also communicable in that we can in part imitate it by striving to have true
knowledge about God and about his world. In fact, as we begin to think true thoughts about God and
creation, thoughts that we learn from Scripture and from allowing Scripture to guide us in our
observation and interpretation of the natural world, we begin to think God’s own thoughts after him!
We can exclaim with the psalmist, “How precious to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the
sum of them!” (Ps. 139:17).

This realization should encourage us in the pursuit of knowledge in all areas of the natural and social
sciences and the humanities. Whatever the area of our investigation, when we discover more truth
about the nature of reality, we discover more of the truth that God already knows. In this sense we can

affirm that ““all truth is God’s trut o and rejoice whenever the learning or discovery of this truth is
used in ways pleasing to God. Growth in knowledge is part of the process of becoming more like
God or becoming creatures who are more fully in God’s image. Paul tells us that we have put on the
“new nature,” which, he says, “is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator” (Col.
3:10).

In a society that is exceedingly careless with the truthfulness of spoken words, we as God’s children
are to imitate our Creator and take great care to be sure that our words are always truthful. “Do not
lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old nature with its practices and have put on the
new nature” (Col. 3:9—10). Again Paul admonishes, “Therefore, putting away falsehood, let every
one speak the truth with his neighbor” (Eph. 4:25). In his own ministry, Paul says that he sought to
practice absolute truthfulness: “We have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways; we refuse to
practice cunning or to tamper with God’s word, but by the open statement of the truth we would
commend ourselves to every man’s conscience in the sight of God” (2 Cor. 4:2). God is pleased
when his people put “devious talk” far from them (Prov. 4:24) and speak with words that are
acceptable not only in the sight of people but also in the sight of the Lord himself (Ps. 19:14).

Furthermore, we should imitate God’s truthfulness in our own reaction to truth and falsehood. Like
God, we should /ove truth and hate falsehood. The commandment not to bear false witness against
our neighbor (Ex. 20:16), like the other commandments, requires not merely outward conformity but
also conformity in heart attitude. One who is pleasing to God “‘speaks truth from his heart” (Ps. 15:2),
and strives to be like the righteous man who “hates falsehood” (Prov. 13:5). God commands his
people through Zechariah, “Do not devise evil in your hearts against one another, and love no false
oath, for all these things I hate, says the LORD” (Zech. 8:17).

These commands are given because God himself loves truth and hates falsehood: “Lying lips are an
abomination to the LORD, but those who act faithfully are his delight” (Prov. 12:22; cf. Isa. 59:3-4).
Falsehood and lying come not from God but from Satan, who delights in falsehood: “When he lies, he
speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44). It is
appropriate then that with “the cowardly, the faithless, the polluted” and the “murderers, fornicators,
sorcerers, [and] idolaters” who are found in “the lake that burns with fire and sulphur” far from the
heavenly city, are found also “all liars ” (Rev. 21:8).

Thus, Scripture teaches us that lying is wrong not only because of the great harm that comes from it
(and much more harm comes from lying than we often realize), but also for an even deeper and more



profound reason: when we lie we dishonor God and diminish his glory, for we, as those created in
God’s image and created for the purpose of reflecting God’s glory in our lives, are acting in a way
that is contrary to God’s own character.

C. Moral Attributes

6. Goodness. The goodness of God means that God is the final standard of good, and that all that
God is and does is worthy of approval.

In this definition we find a situation similar to the one we faced in defining God as the true God.
Here, “good” can be understood to mean “worthy of approval,” but we have not answered the
question, approval by whom? In one sense, we can say that anything that is truly good should be
worthy of approval by us. But in a more ultimate sense, we are not free to decide by ourselves what
is worthy of approval and what is not. Ultimately, therefore, God’s being and actions are perfectly
worthy of his own approval. He is therefore the final standard of good. Jesus implies this when he
says, “No one 1s good but God alone” (Luke 18:19). The Psalms frequently affirm that “the LORD is
good” (Ps. 100:5) or exclaim, “O give thanks to the LORD, for he is good” (Pss. 106:1; 107:1; et al.).
David encourages us, “O taste and see that the LORD is good!” (Ps. 34:8).

But if God 1s himself good and therefore the ultimate standard of good, then we have a definition of
the meaning of “good” that will greatly help us in the study of ethics and aesthetics. What is “good”?
“Good” 1s what God approves. We may ask then, why is what God approves good? We must answer,
“Because he approves it.” That is to say, there is no higher standard of goodness than God’s own
character and his approval of whatever 1s consistent with that character. Nonetheless, God has given
us some reflection of his own sense of goodness, so that when we evaluate things in the way God
created us to evaluate them, we will also approve what God approves and delight in things in which
he delights.

Our definition also states that all that God does is worthy of approval. We see evidence of this in the
creation narrative: “And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good” (Gen.
1:31). The psalmist connects the goodness of God with the goodness of his actions: “You are good
and you do good; teach me your statutes” (Ps. 119:68). Psalm 104 is an excellent example of praise
to God for his goodness in creation, while many Psalms, such as Psalms 106 and 107, give thanks to
God for his goodness in all his actions toward his people. And Paul encourages us to discover in
practice how God’s will for our lives is “good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom. 12:2).

Scripture also tells us that God is the source of all good in the world. “Every good endowment and
every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights with whom there is no
variation or shadow due to change” (James 1:17; cf. Ps. 145:9; Acts 14:17). Moreover, God does
only good things for his children. We read, “No good thing does the LORD withhold from those who
walk uprightly” (Ps. 84:11). And in the same context in which Paul assures us that “in everything God
works for good with those who love him” (Rom. 8:28), he also says, “He who did not spare his own
Son but gave him up for us all, will he not also give us all things with him?” (Rom. 8:32). Much more
than an earthly father, our heavenly Father will “give good things to those who ask him” (Matt. 7:11),
and even his discipline is a manifestation of his love and is for our good (Heb. 12:10). This



knowledge of God’s great goodness should encourage us to “give thanks in all circumstances™ (1
Thess. 5:18).

In imitation of this communicable attribute, we should ourselves do good (that is, we should do what
God approves) and thereby imitate the goodness of our heavenly Father. Paul writes, “So then, as we
have opportunity, let us do good to all men, and especially to those who are of the household of faith™
(Gal. 6:10; cf. Luke 6:27, 33-35; 2 Tim. 3:17). Moreover, when we realize that God is the definition
and source of all good, we will realize that God himself is the ultimate good that we seek. We will
say with the psalmist, “Whom have I in heaven but you? And there is nothing upon earth that I desire
besides you. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion for
ever” (Ps. 73:25-26; cf. 16:11; 42:1-2).

God’s goodness is closely related to several other characteristics of his nature, among them love,
mercy, patience, and grace. Sometimes these are considered separate attributes and are treated
individually. At other times these are considered part of God’s goodness and are treated as various
aspects of God’s goodness. In this chapter we will treat love as a separate attribute since it is so
prominent in Scripture. The other three characteristics (mercy, patience, and grace), while also
prominent in Scripture, will be treated together as aspects of God’s goodness to individuals in
specific situations. Thus, God’s mercy is his goodness toward those in distress, his grace is his
goodness toward those who deserve only punishment, and his patience is his goodness toward
those who continue to sin over a period of time (see below, section C.8, on mercy, patience, and

grace).
7. Love. God’s love means that God eternally gives of himself to others.

This definition understands love as self-giving for the benefit of others. This attribute of God shows
that 1t 1s part of his nature to give of himself in order to bring about blessing or good for others.

John tells us that “God is love” (1 John 4:8). We see evidence that this attribute of God was active
even before creation among the members of the Trinity. Jesus speaks to his Father of “my glory which
you have given me in your /ove for me before the foundation of the world” (John 17:24), thus
indicating that there was love and a giving of honor from the Father to the Son from all eternity. It

continues at the present time, for we read, “The Father loves the Son, and has given all things into his
hand” (John 3:35).

This love 1s also reciprocal, for Jesus says, “I do as the Father has commanded me, so that the world
may know that I love the Father” (John 14:31). The love between the Father and the Son also
presumably characterizes their relationship with the Holy Spirit, even though it is not explicitly
mentioned. This eternal love of the Father for the Son, the Son for the Father, and of both for the Holy
Spirit makes heaven a world of love and joy because each person of the Trinity seeks to bring joy and
happiness to the other two.

The self-giving that characterizes the Trinity finds clear expression in God’s relationship to mankind,
and especially to sinful men. “In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his
Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (1 John 4:10, author’s translation). Paul writes, “God shows
his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). John also writes,



“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not
perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). Paul also speaks of “the Son of God, who loved me and
gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20), thus showing an awareness of the directly personal application of
Christ’s love to individual sinners. It should cause us great joy to know that it is the purpose of God
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit to give of themselves to us to bring us true joy and happiness. It is
God’s nature to act that way toward those upon whom he has set his love, and he will continue to act
that way toward us for all eternity.

We imitate this communicable attribute of God, first by loving God in return, and second by loving
others in imitation of the way God loves them. All our obligations to God can be summarized in this:
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your

mind. . . . You shall love your neighbor as yourself ““ (Matt. 22:37-38). If we love God, we will obey
his commandments (1 John 5:3) and thus do what is pleasing to him. We will love God, not the world
(1 John 2:15), and we will do all this because he first loved us (1 John 4:19).

It is one of the most amazing facts in all Scripture that just as God’s love involves his giving of
himself to make us happy, so we can in return give of ourselves and actually bring joy to God’s heart.
Isaiah promises God’s people, “As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God
rejoice over you” (Isa. 62:5), and Zephaniah tells God’s people, “The LoRD, your God, is in your
midst . . . he will rejoice over you with gladness, he will renew you in his love; he will exult over
you with loud singing as on a day of festival” (Zeph. 3:17-18).

Our imitation of God’s love is also seen in our love for others. John makes this explicit: “Beloved, if
God so loved us, we also ought to love one another” (1 John 4:11). In fact, our love for others within
the fellowship of believers is so evidently an imitation of Christ that by it the world recognizes us as
his: “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John
13:35; c¢f. 15:13; Rom. 13:10; 1 Cor. 13:4-7; Heb. 10:24). God himself gives us his love to enable us
to love each other (John 17:26; Rom. 5:5). Moreover, our love for our enemies especially reflects
God’s love (Matt. 5:43-48).

8. Mercy, Grace, Patience. God’s mercy, patience, and grace may be seen as three separate
attributes, or as specific aspects of God’s goodness. The definitions given here show these attributes
as special examples of God’s goodness when it is used for the benefit of specific classes of people.

God’s mercy means God’s goodness toward those in misery and distress.
God’s grace means God’s goodness toward those who deserve only punishment.

God’s patience means God’s goodness in withholding of punishment toward those who sin over a
period of time.

These three characteristics of God’s nature are often mentioned together, especially in the Old
Testament. When God declared his name to Moses, he proclaimed, “The LorD, the LorD, a God
merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Ex. 34:6).
David says in Psalm 103:8, “The LorD 1s merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in
steadfast love.”



Because these characteristics of God are often mentioned together, it may seem difficult to distinguish
among them. Yet the characteristic of mercy is often emphasized where people are in misery or
distress. David says, for example, “I am in great distress; let us fall into the hand of the LorD for his
mercy 1s great . . .” (2 Sam. 24:14). The two blind men who wish Jesus to see their plight and heal
them cry, “Have mercy on us, Son of David” (Matt. 9:27). When Paul speaks of the fact that God
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comforts us in affliction, he calls God the “Father of mercies and God of all comfort” (2 Cor. 1:3).
In time of need, we are to draw near to God’s throne so that we might receive both mercy and grace

(Heb. 4:16; cf. 2:17; James 5:11). We are to imitate God’s mercy in our conduct toward others:
“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy” (Matt. 5:7; cf. 2 Cor. 1:3-4).

With respect to the attribute of grace, we find that Scripture emphasizes that God’s grace, or his favor
toward those who deserve no favor but only punishment, is never obligated but is always freely given
on God’s part. God says, “I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on
whom [ will show mercy” (Ex. 33:19; quoted in Rom. 9:15). Yet God is regularly gracious toward
his people: “Turn to me and be gracious to me, After Thy manner with those who love Thy name”
(Ps. 119:132 NASB). In fact, Peter can call God “the God of all grace” (1 Peter 5:10).

Grace as God’s goodness especially shown to those who do not deserve it is seen frequently in
Paul’s writings. He emphasizes that salvation by grace is the opposite of salvation by human effort,
for grace 1s a freely given gift. “Since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 3:23-24). The
distinction between grace and a salvation earned by works that merit a reward is also seen in Romans
11:6: “But ifit is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works; otherwise grace would no longer be
grace.” Grace, then, is God’s favor freely given to those who do not deserve this favor.

Paul also sees that if grace 1s unmerited, then there is only one human attitude appropriate as an
instrument for receiving such grace, namely, faith: “That is why it depends on faith, in order that the
promise may rest on grace. . .” (Rom. 4:16). Faith is the one human attitude that is the opposite of
depending on oneself, for it involves trust in or dependence upon another. Thus, it is devoid of self-
reliance or attempts to gain righteousness by human effort. If God’s favor is to come to us apart from
our own merit, then it must come when we depend not on our own merit but on the merits of another,
and that is precisely when we have faith.

In the New Testament, and especially in Paul, not only the forgiveness of sins, but also the entire
living of the Christian life can be seen to result from God’s continuous bestowal of grace. Paul can
say, “by the grace of God [ am what I am” (1 Cor. 15:10). Luke speaks of Antioch as the place where
Paul and Barnabas “had been commended to the grace of God for the work which they had fulfilled”
(Acts 14:26), indicating that the church there, in sending out Paul and Barnabas, saw the success of
their ministry as dependent upon God’s continuing grace. Furthermore, the blessing of “grace” upon
Paul’s readers is the most frequent apostolic blessing in his letters (see, e.g., Rom. 1:7; 16:20; 1 Cor.
1:3;16:23; 2 Cor. 1:2; 13:14; Gal. 1:3; 6:18).

God’s patience, similarly, was mentioned in some of the verses cited above in connection with
God’s mercy. The Old Testament frequently speaks of God as “slow to anger” (Ex. 34:6; Num.
14:18; Pss. 86:15; 103:8; 145:8; Jonah 4:2; Nah. 1:3; et al.). In the New Testament, Paul speaks about



God’s “kindness and forbearance and patience” (Rom. 2:4), and says that Jesus Christ displayed his
“perfect patience” toward Paul himself as an example for others (1 Tim. 1:16; cf. Rom. 9:22; 1 Peter
3:20).

We are also to imitate God’s patience and be “slow to anger” (James 1:19), and be patient in
suffering as Christ was (1 Peter 2:20). We are to lead a life “with patience” (Eph. 4:2), and
“patience” is listed among the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22 (see also Rom. 8:25; 1 Cor. 13:4;
Col. 1:11; 3:12; 2 Tim. 3:10; 4:2; James 5:7-8; Rev. 2:2-3; et al.). As with most of the attributes of
God that we are to imitate in our lives, patience requires a moment-by-moment trust in God to fulfill
his promises and purposes in our lives at his chosen time. Our confidence that the Lord will soon
fulfill his purposes for our good and his glory will enable us to be patient. James makes this
connection when he says, “You also be patient. Establish your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at
hand” (James 5:8).

9. Holiness. God'’s holiness means that he is separated from sin and devoted to seeking his own
honor. This definition contains both a relational quality (separation from) and a moral quality (the
separation is from sin or evil, and the devotion is to the good of God’s own honor or glory). The idea
of holiness as including both separation from evil and devotion to God’s own glory 1s found in a
number of Old Testament passages. The word Aoly 1s used to describe both parts of the tabernacle,
for example. The tabernacle itself was a place separate from the evil and sin of the world, and the
first room in it was called the “holy place.” It was dedicated to God’s service. But then God
commanded that there be a veil, “and the veil shall separate for you the holy place from the most
holy” (Ex. 26:33). The most holy place, where the ark of the covenant was kept, was the place most
separated from evil and sin and most fully devoted to God’s service.

The place where God himself dwelt was itself holy: “Who shall ascend the hill of the LORD? And
who shall stand in his holy place?”” (Ps. 24:3). The element of dedication to God’s service is seen in
the holiness of the sabbath day: “the LorD blessed the sabbath day and made it holy” (or “hallowed
it”; the verb is a Piel form of gamdash and means “to make holy”) (Ex. 20:11; cf. Gen. 2:3). The
sabbath day was made holy because it was set apart from the ordinary activities of the world and
dedicated to God’s service. In the same way the tabernacle and the altar, as well as Aaron and his
sons, were to be “made holy” (Ex. 29:44), that is, set apart from ordinary tasks and from the evil and
sin of the world and dedicated to God’s service (cf. Ex. 30:25-33).

God himself is the Most Holy One. He is called the “Holy One of Israel” (Pss. 71:22; 78:41; 89:18;
Isa. 1:4; 5:19, 24; et al.). The seraphim around God’s throne cry, “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of
hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory” (Isa. 6:3). “The LORD our God is holy!” exclaims the
psalmist (Ps. 99:9; cf. 99:3, 5; 22:3).

God’s holiness provides the pattern for his people to imitate. He commands them, ““You shall be holy;
for I the LORD your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2; cf. 11:44-45; 20:26; 1 Peter 1:16). When God called
his people out of Egypt and brought them to himself and commanded them to obey his voice, then he
said, “You shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex. 19:4-6). In this case the idea
of separation from evil and sin (which here included in a very striking way separation from life in
Egypt) and the idea of devotion to God (in serving him and in obeying his statutes) are both seen in
the example of a “holy nation.”



New covenant believers are also to “strive . . . for the holiness without which no one will see the
Lord” (Heb. 12:14) and to know that God’s discipline is given to us “that we may share his holiness”
(Heb. 12:10). Paul encourages Christians to be separate from the dominating influence that comes
from close association with unbelievers (2 Cor. 6:14—18) and then encourages them, “Let us cleanse
ourselves from every defilement of body and spirit, and make holiness perfect in the fear of God” (2
Cor. 7:1; cf. Rom. 12:1). The church itself is intended by God to grow “into a holy temple in the
Lord” (Eph. 2:21), and Christ’s present work for the church is “that he might sanctify her . . . that he
might present the church to himself in splendor . . . that she might be holy and without blemish” (Eph.
5:26-27). Not only individuals but also the church itself must grow in holiness!

Zechariah prophesies a day when everything on earth will be “holy to the LorRD.” He says:

And on that day there shall be inscribed on the bells of the horses, “Holy to the LorD.” And
the pots in the house of the LORD shall be as the bowls before the altar; and every pot in
Jerusalem and Judah shall be sacred to the LORD of hosts. (Zech. 14:20-21)

At that time, everything on earth will be separated from evil, purified from sin, and devoted to the
service of God in true moral purity.

10. Peace (or Order). In 1 Corinthians 14:33 Paul says, “God is not a God of confusion but of
peace.”” Although “peace” and “order” have not traditionally been classified as attributes of God,
Paul here indicates another quality that we could think of as a distinct attribute of God. Paul says that
God’s actions are characterized by “peace” and not by “disorder” (Gk. akatastasia, a word meaning
“disorder, confusion, unrest”). God himself is “the God of peace” (Rom. 15:33; 16:20; Phil. 4:9; 1
Thess. 5:23; Heb. 13:20; cf. Eph. 2:14; 2 Thess. 3:16). But those who walk in wickedness do not
have peace: “ ‘There is no peace,’ says the LORD, ‘for the wicked’ > (Isa. 48:22; 57:21; cf. 59:8).

However, when God looks with compassion upon the people whom he loves, he sees them as
“afflicted . . . storm-tossed (LXX, akatastatos, “in disorder, in confusion’), and not comforted” (Isa.
54:11), and promises to establish their foundations with precious stones (Isa. 54:11-12) and lead
them forth in “peace” (Isa. 55:12). The proclamation of God’s plan of redemption contains the
promise of peace to God’s people (Pss. 29:11; 85:8; 119:165; Prov. 3:17; Isa. 9:6-7; 26:3; 57:19;
John 14:27; Rom. 8:6; 2 Thess. 3:16; et al.). In fact, the third element that Paul lists as part of the fruit
of the Spirit is “peace” (Gal. 5:22).

This peace certainly does not imply inactivity, for it was at a time of intense growth and activity that
Luke could say that “the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria had peace and was built
up” (Acts 9:31). Furthermore, although God is a God of peace, he is also the one who “will neither
slumber nor sleep” (Ps. 121:4). He 1s the God who is continually working (John 5:17). And even
though heaven is a place of peace, it is a place also of continual praise to God and service for him.

Thus, God’s peace can be defined as follows: God’s peace means that in God’s being and in his
actions he is separate from all confusion and disorder, yet he is continually active in innumerable
well-ordered, fully controlled, simultaneous actions.

This definition indicates that God’s peace does not have to do with inactivity, but with ordered and



controlled activity. To engage in infinite activity of this sort, of course, requires God’s infinite
wisdom, knowledge, and power.

When we understand God’s peace in this way we can see an imitation of this attribute of God not only
in “peace” as part of the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22—-23, but also in the last-mentioned
element in the fruit of the Spirit, namely, “self-control” (Gal. 5:23). When we as God’s people walk
in his ways, we come to know more and more fully by experience that the kingdom of God is indeed
“righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17), and we can say of the path of
God’s wisdom, “Her ways are ways of pleasantness, and all her paths are peace” (Prov. 3:17).

11. Righteousness, Justice. In English the terms righteousness and justice are different words, but
in both the Hebrew Old Testament and the Greek New Testament there is only one word group behind
these two English terms. (In the Old Testament the terms primarily translate forms of the tsedek word
group, and the New Testament members of the dikaios word group.) Therefore, these two terms will
be considered together as speaking of one attribute of God.

God'’s righteousness means that God always acts in accordance with what is right and is himself
the final standard of what is right.

Speaking of God, Moses says, “All his ways are justice. A God of faithfulness and without iniquity,
just and right is he” (Deut. 32:4). Abraham successfully appeals to God’s own character of
righteousness when he says, “Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?” (Gen. 18:25). God also
speaks and commands what is right: “The precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart” (Ps.
19:8). And God says of himself, “I the LORD speak the truth, I declare what is right” (Isa. 45:19). As
a result of God’s righteousness, it is necessary that he treat people according to what they deserve.
Thus, it is necessary that God punish sin, for it does not deserve reward; it is wrong and deserves
punishment.

When God does not punish sin, it seems to indicate that he is unrighteous, unless some other means of
punishing sin can be seen. This is why Paul says that when God sent Christ as a sacrifice to bear the
punishment for sin, it “was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had
passed over former sins; it was to prove at the present time that he himself is righteous and that he
justifies him who has faith in Jesus” (Rom. 3:25-26). When Christ died to pay the penalty for our sins
it showed that God was truly righteous, because he did give appropriate punishment to sin, even
though he did forgive his people their sins.

With respect to the definition of righteousness given above, we may ask, what is “right”? In other
words, what ought to happen and what ought to be? Here we must respond that whatever conforms
to God’s moral character is right. But why is whatever conforms to God’s moral character right? It
is right because it conforms to his moral character! If indeed God is the final standard of
righteousness, then there can be no standard outside of God by which we measure righteousness or
justice. He himself is the final standard. (This is similar to the situation we encountered with respect
to truth and God being the ultimate standard of truth.) Whenever Scripture confronts the question of
whether God himself is righteous or not, the ultimate answer 1s always that we as God’s creatures
have no right to say that God is unrighteous or unjust. The creature cannot say that of the Creator. Paul
responds to a very difficult question about God’s righteousness by saying, “But who are you, a man,



to answer back to God? Will what is molded say to its molder, ‘Why have you made me thus?” Has
the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one vessel for beauty and another for
menial use?” (Rom. 9:20-21).

In answer to Job’s questioning about whether God has been righteous in his dealings with him, God
answers Job, “Shall a faultfinder contend with the Almighty? . . . Will you even put me in the wrong?
Will you condemn me that you may be justified?”” (Job 40:2, 8). Then God answers not in terms of an
explanation that would allow Job to understand why God’s actions were right, but rather in terms of
a statement of God’s own majesty and power! God does not need to explain the rightness of his
actions to Job, for God 1s the Creator and Job is the creature. “Have you an arm like God, and can
you thunder with a voice like his?” (Job 40:9). “Have you commanded the morning since your days
began, and caused the dawn to know its place . .. ?” (Job 38:12). “Can you lift up your voice to the
clouds, that a flood of waters may cover you? Can you send forth lightnings, that they may go and say
to you, ‘Here we are’?” (Job 38:34-35). “Do you give the horse his might?” (Job 39:19). “Is it by
your wisdom that the hawk soars, and spreads his wings toward the south?” (Job 39:26). Job

answers, “Behold, I am of small account; what shall I answer you? I lay my hand on my mouth” (Job
40:4).

Nevertheless, it should be a cause for thanksgiving and gratitude when we realize that righteousness
and omnipotence are both possessed by God. If he were a God of perfect righteousness without
power to carry out that righteousness, he would not be worthy of worship and we would have no
guarantee that justice will ultimately prevail in the universe. But if he were a God of unlimited
power, yet without righteousness in his character, how unthinkably horrible the universe would be!
There would be unrighteousness at the center of all existence and there would be nothing anyone
could do to change it. Existence would become meaningless, and we would be driven to the most
utter despair. We ought therefore continually to thank and praise God for who he is, “for all his ways
are justice. A God of faithfulness and without iniquity, just and right is he” (Deut. 32:4).

12. Jealousy. Although the word jealous 1s frequently used in a negative sense in English, it also
takes a positive sense at times. For example, Paul says to the Corinthians, “I feel a divine jealousy for
you” (2 Cor. 11:2). Here the sense is “earnestly protective or watchful.” It has the meaning of being
deeply committed to seeking the honor or welfare of someone, whether oneself or someone else.

Scripture represents God as being jealous in this way. He continually and earnestly seeks to protect
his own honor. He commands his people not to bow down to idols or serve them, saying, “for I the
LorD your God am a jealous God” (Ex. 20:5). He desires that worship be given to himself and not to
false gods. Therefore, he commands the people of Israel to tear down the altars of pagan gods in the
land of Canaan, giving the following reason: “For you shall worship no other god, for the LorD,
whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God” (Ex. 34:14; cf. Deut. 4:24; 5:9).

Thus, God’s jealousy may be defined as follows: God'’s jealousy means that God continually seeks
to protect his own honor.

People sometimes have trouble thinking that jealousy is a desirable attribute in God. This is because
jealousy for our own honor as human beings is almost always wrong. We are not to be proud, but
humble. Yet we must realize that the reason pride is wrong is a theological reason: it is that we do not



deserve the honor that belongs to God alone (cf. 1 Cor. 4:7; Rev. 4:11).

It is not wrong for God to seek his own honor, however, for he deserves it fully. God freely admits
that his actions in creation and redemption are done for his own honor. Speaking of his decision to
withhold judgment from his people, God says, “For my own sake, for my own sake, [ do it. ... My
glory I will not give to another” (Isa. 48:11). It is healthy for us spiritually when we settle in our
hearts the fact that God deserves all honor and glory from his creation, and that it is right for him to
seek this honor. He alone is infinitely worthy of being praised. To realize this fact and to delight in it
is to find the secret of true worship.

13. Wrath. It may surprise us to find how frequently the Bible talks about the wrath of God. Yet if
God loves all that is right and good, and all that conforms to his moral character, then it should not be
surprising that he would hate everything that is opposed to his moral character. God’s wrath directed
against sin is therefore closely related to God’s holiness and justice. God’s wrath may be defined as
follows: God’s wrath means that he intensely hates all sin.

Descriptions of God’s wrath are found frequently in the narrative passages of Scripture, especially
when God’s people sin greatly against him. God sees the idolatry of the people of Israel and says to
Moses, “I have seen this people . . . ; now therefore let me alone, that my wrath may burn hot against
them and I may consume them” (Ex. 32:9-10). Later Moses tells the people, “Remember and do not
forget how you provoked the LORD your God to wrath in the wilderness. . . . Even at Horeb you
provoked the LORD to wrath, and the LORD was so angry with you that he was ready to destroy you”
(Deut. 9:7-8; cf. 29:23; 2 Kings 22:13).

The doctrine of the wrath of God in Scripture is not limited to the Old Testament, however, as some
have falsely imagined. We read in John 3:36, “He who believes in the Son has eternal life; he who
does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God rests upon him.” Paul says, “For the
wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men” (Rom. 1:18;
cf. 2:5, 8; 5:9; 9:22; Col. 3:6; 1 Thess. 1:10; 2:16; 5:9; Heb. 3:11; Rev. 6:16—17; 19:15). Many more
New Testament verses also indicate God’s wrath against sin.

As with the other attributes of God, this is an attribute for which we should thank and praise God. It
may not immediately appear to us how this can be done, since wrath seems to be such a negative
concept. Viewed alone, it would arouse only fear and dread. Yet it is helpful for us to ask what God
would be like if he were a God that did not hate sin. He would then be a God who either delighted in
sin or at least was not troubled by it. Such a God would not be worthy of our worship, for sin is
hateful and it is worthy of being hated. Sin ought not to be. It is in fact a virtue to hate evil and sin (cf.
Heb. 1:9; Zech. 8:17; et al.), and we rightly imitate this attribute of God when we feel hatred against
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great evil, injustice, and sin.”
Furthermore, we should feel no fear of God’s wrath as Christians, for although “we were by nature
children of wrath, like the rest of mankind” (Eph. 2:3), we now have trusted in Jesus, “who delivers

us from the wrath to come” (1 Thess. 1:10; cf. Rom. 5:10). When we meditate on the wrath of God,
we will be amazed to think that our Lord Jesus Christ bore the wrath of God that was due to our sin,
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in order that we might be saved (Rom. 3:25-26).



Moreover, in thinking about God’s wrath we must also bear in mind his patience. Both patience and
wrath are mentioned together in Psalm 103: “The LORD is . . . slow to anger and abounding in
steadfast love. He will not always chide, nor will he keep his anger for ever” (Ps. 103:8-9). In fact,
the delay of the execution of God’s wrath upon evil is for the purpose of leading people to repentance
(see Rom. 2:4).

Thus, when we think of God’s wrath to come, we should simultaneously be thankful for his patience
in waiting to execute that wrath in order that yet more people may be saved: “The Lord is not slow
about his promise as some count slowness, but is forbearing toward you, not wishing that any should
perish, but that all should reach repentance. But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then
the heavens will pass away with a loud noise . . .” (2 Peter 3:9—-10). God’s wrath should motivate us
to evangelism and should also cause us to be thankful that God finally will punish all wrongdoing and
will reign over new heavens and a new earth in which there will be no unrighteousness.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION
Spirituality

1. Why is God so strongly displeased at carved idols, even those that are intended to represent
him? How then shall we picture God or think of God in our minds when we pray to him?

2. What is it about our culture or our way of thinking today that makes us think of the physical
world as more real and more permanent than the spiritual world? What can we do to change our
intuitive perspective on the reality of the spiritual world?

Knowledge

3. When should we try to hide our thoughts and deeds from God? How is your answer to this
question a blessing for your life?

4. With regard to the circumstances of your life, will God ever make a mistake, or fail to plan
ahead, or fail to take into account all the eventualities that occur? How is the answer to this
question a blessing in your life?

5. When did God learn that you would be at the location you are now in, reading this sentence,
at this time on this day? How is the realization of your answer to this question a blessing to your

life?
Wisdom

6. Do you really believe that God is working wisely today in your life? In the world? If you
find this difficult to believe at times, what might you do to change your attitude?

Truthfulness

7. Why are people in our society, sometimes even Christians, quite careless with regard to
truthfulness in speech? Why do we not very often realize that the greatest harm of all that comes



from lying is the fact that God himself is dishonored? Do you need to ask God’s help to more
fully reflect his truthfulness in speech in any of the following areas: promising to pray for
someone; saying that you will be some place at a certain time; exaggerating events to make a
more exciting story; taking care to remember and then be faithful to what you have said in
business commitments; reporting what other people have said or what you think someone else is
thinking; fairly representing your opponent’s viewpoint in an argument?

Goodness

8. Remembering that every good and perfect gift is from God (James 1:17), see how many good
gifts from God you can list on a piece of paper in five minutes. When you have finished, ask
yourself how often you have an attitude of thankfulness to God for most of these gifts. Why do
you think we tend to forget that these blessings come from God? What can we do to remember
more frequently?

Love

9. Is it appropriate to define love as “self-giving” with respect to our own interpersonal
relationships? In what ways could you imitate God’s love specifically today?

10. Is it possible to decide to love someone and then to act on that decision, or does love
between human beings simply depend on spontaneous emotional feelings?

Mercy

11. If youwere to reflect God’s mercy more fully, for whom among those you know would you
show special care during the next week?

Holiness

12. Are there activities or relationships in your present pattern of life that are hindering your
growth in holiness because they make it difficult for you to be separated from sin and devoted to
seeking God’s honor?

Peace

13. As you think about reflecting God’s peace in your own life, think first about your own
emotional, mental, and spiritual state. Can you say that by-and-large you have God’s peace in the
sense that your inner life is separate from confusion and disorder, and 1s frequently or
continually active in well-ordered and well-controlled actions that further God’s glory? Then
ask the same questions concerning what may be called the “external circumstances” of your life,
that 1s, your family relationships, your relationships with neighbors, your activities in studying or
at your job, and your relationships in church activities. What about the overall picture of your
life, viewed as a whole? Does it exhibit God’s peace? What might you do to reflect God’s peace
more fully?



Righteousness

14. Do you ever find yourself wishing that some of God’s laws were different than they are? If
so, does such a wish reflect a dislike for some aspect of God’s moral character? What passages
of Scripture might you read to convince yourself more fully that God’s character and his laws
are right in these areas?

Jealousy

15. Do you reflect God’s jealousy for his own honor instinctively when you hear him
dishonored in conversation or on television or in other contexts? What can we do to deepen our
jealousy for God’s honor?

Wrath

16. Should we love the fact that God is a God of wrath who hates sin? In what ways is it right
for us to imitate this wrath, and in what ways is it wrong for us to do so?

SPECIAL TERMS

attributes of being jealousy patience
beatific vision justice peace
communicable attributes knowledge reasonable self-
faithfulness love determination
good mental attributes righteousness
goodness mercy spirituality
grace moral attributes theophany
holiness omniscience truthfulness
impassible one simple and eternal veracity
invisibility act wisdom
order wrath
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Since chapters 12 and 13 are so closely related in subject matter, the bibliographic material for both
is at the end of chapter 13.

SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE

Exodus 34:6-7: The LORD passed before him, and proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD, a God
merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping
steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no
means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and the children’s
children, to the third and the fourth generation.”



Note: The last section of this passage speaks of God “visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the
children and the children’s children.” Some might want to stop short of this part in memorizing the
passage, but we should remember that this, too, is Scripture and is written for our edification. This
statement shows the horrible nature of sin in the way it has effects far beyond the individual sinner,
also harming those around the sinner and harming future generations as well. We see this in tragic
ways in ordinary life, where the children of alcoholics often become alcoholics and the children of
abusive parents often become abusive parents.

Christians who are forgiven by Christ should not think of these phrases as applying to them, however,
for they are in the other category of people mentioned just before this section on “the guilty”: they are
among the “thousands” to whom God continually shows “steadfast love,” and is continually
“forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin” (v. 7). When someone comes to Christ the chain of sin
is broken. Here it is important to remember Peter’s words: “You know that you were ransomed from
the futile ways inherited from your fathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but
with the precious blood of Christ” (1 Peter 1:18-19).

HYMN

“O Worship the King”

Almost the entire hymnbook could be used to sing of one aspect or another of God’s character.
Literally hundreds of hymns would be appropriate. Yet this hymn contains a listing of many of God’s
attributes and combines them in such a way that the hymn is worthy of being sung again and again.
Verse 1 speaks of God’s glory, power, love; verse 2 speaks of his might, grace, wrath; and so forth.
In verse 6, “ineffable” means “incapable of being expressed fully.” The hymn is written as an
encouragement for Christians to sing to one another, exhorting each other to “worship the King, all
glorious above.” Yet in the process of such exhortation the song itself also contains much high praise.

O worship the King all glorious above,

O gratefully sing his pow’r and his love;

Our shield and defender, the Ancient of Days,
Pavilioned in splendor, and girded with praise.

O tell of his might, O sing of his grace,

Whose robe is the light, whose canopy space.

His chariots of wrath the deep thunder-clouds form,
And dark 1s his path on the wings of the storm.

The earth with its store of wonders untold,

Almighty, your power has founded of old;



Has ‘stablished it fast by a changeless decree,
And round 1t has cast, like a mantle, the sea.
Your bountiful care what tongue can recite?

It breathes in the air; it shines in the light;

It streams from the hills; it descends to the plain;
And sweetly distills in the dew and the rain.
Frail children of dust, and feeble as frail,

In you do we trust, nor find you to fail;

Your mercies how tender, how firm to the end,
Our maker, defender, redeemer, and friend!

O measureless might! Ineffable love!

While angels delight to hymn you above,

The humbler creation, though feeble their ways,

With true adoration shall lisp to your praise.

AUTHOR: SIR ROBERT GRANT, 1833 (BASED ON PSALM 104)

Alternative hymn: “Round the Lord in Glory Seated”

NOTES

1See discussion of communicable and incommunicable attributes in chapter 11.

INote that Eph. 5:1 tells us to “be imitators of God, as beloved children.” See also the discussion of the fact that God created us to reflect his character in our lives, in
chapter 21.

3See the discussion of the names of God taken from creation in chapter 11.

There is a textual variant at this point, but “the only begotten God” (monogenés theos) is better attested than “the only begotten Son,” and this reading is not foreign
to the context: see Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), pp. 113-14.

3The same phrase (“to have a thought enter into the heart”) seems to have the sense “desire, wish for, long for” in all five of its occurrences in the Hebrew Old
Testament: Isa. 65:17; Jer. 3:16 (where it cannot mean simply “have a factual knowledge of™); 7:31; 19:5; 32:35; as well as in the equivalent Greek phrase anebeé epi ten
kardian in Acts 7:23.

8See additional discussion of this question in chapter 16.
ISee All Truth Is God’s Truth by Arthur Holmes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977).

8This verse uses oiktirmos, “compassion, mercy,” rather than eleos, “mercy,” but the terms are closely related in meaning and both refer to compassion or goodness
toward those in distress.

21t is appropriate for us in this regard to “hate the sin but love the sinner,” as a popular slogan puts it.



LSee the discussion of Christ’s bearing of the wrath of God in chapter 27.



Chapter 13




The Character of God: “Communicable” Attributes
(Part 2)

How is God like us in attributes of will and in attributes that summarize his
excellence?

In the previous chapter we discussed the attributes of God that described his being (spirituality,
invisibility), his mental attributes (knowledge, wisdom, and truthfulness), and his moral attributes
(goodness, love, mercy, grace, patience, holiness, peace, righteousness, jealousy, and wrath). In this
chapter we will examine God’s attributes of purpose, that is, attributes that have to do with making
and carrying out decisions (will, freedom, and omnipotence) and his summary attributes (perfection,
blessedness, beauty, and glory).

D. Attributes of Purpose

In this category of attributes we will discuss first God’s will in general, then the freedom of God’s
will, and finally the omnipotence (or infinite power) of God’s will.

14. Will. God’s will is that attribute of God whereby he approves and determines to bring about
every action necessary for the existence and activity of himself and all creation.

This definition indicates that God’s will has to do with deciding and approving the things that God is
and does. It concerns God’s choices of what to do and what not to do.

a. God’s Will in General: Scripture frequently indicates God’s will as the final or most ultimate
reason for everything that happens. Paul refers to God as the one “who accomplishes all things
according to the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11). The phrase here translated “all things” (¢ta panta)
is used frequently by Paul to refer to everything that exists or everything in creation (see, for example,

Eph. 1:10, 23; 3:9; 4:10; Col. 1:16 [twice], 17; Rom. 11:36; 1 Cor. 8:6 [twice]; 15:27-28 [tvvice]).l
The word translated “accomplishes” (energeo, “works, works out, brings about, produces™) is a
present participle and suggests continual activity. The phrase might more explicitly be translated,
“who continually brings about everything in the universe according to the counsel of his will.”

More specifically, all things were created by God’s will: “For you created all things, and by your
will they existed and were created” (Rev. 4:11). Both Old and New Testaments speak of human
government as coming about according to God’s will: the voice from heaven tells Nebuchadnezzar
that he is to learn “that the Most High rules the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he will” (Dan.
4:32), and Paul says that “there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been
instituted by God” (Rom. 13:1).

All the events connected with the death of Christ were according to God’s will, the church at
Jerusalem believed, for in their prayer they said, “truly in this city there were gathered together



against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, with all the
Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take
place” (Acts 4:27-28). The specific mention of the various parties involved at different stages of the
crucifixion, together with the indefiniteness of the plural relative pronoun “whatever” (Gk. hosa, “the
things which”) implies that not simply the fact of Jesus’ death but all the detailed events connected
with it are comprehended in this statement: God’s hand and will had predestined that all those things
would come about.

Sometimes it 1s God’s will that Christians suffer, as is seen in 1 Peter 3:17, for example: “For it is
better to suffer for doing right, if that should be God’s will, than for doing wrong.” Then in the next
chapter Peter says, “Therefore let those who suffer according to God’s will do right and entrust their
souls to a faithful Creator” (1 Peter 4:19). In this verse, the phrase “according to God’s will” cannot
refer to the manner in which Christians endure suffering, for then it would make the verse say
essentially, “Let those who suffer while doing right, do right and entrust their souls. . . .” This would
make the phrase “according to God’s will” redundant. Rather, the phrase “according to God’s will”
must refer to the fact that these Christians are suffering, just as “God’s will” referred to suffering in
the previous chapter (1 Peter 3:17).

James encourages us to see all the events of our lives as subject to God’s will. To those who say,
“Today or tomorrow we will go into such and such a town and spend a year there and trade and get
gain,” James says, “You do not know about tomorrow. . . . Instead you ought to say, ‘if the Lord wills,
we shall live and we shall do this or that” ” (James 4:13—15). To attribute so many events, even evil
events, to the will of God often causes misunderstanding and difficulty for Christians. Some of the
difficulties connected with this subject will be treated here and others will be dealt with in chapter
16 on God’s providence.

b. Distinctions in Aspects of God’s Will: (1) Necessary will and free will: Some distinctions made
in the past may help us understand various aspects of God’s will. Just as we can will or choose
something eagerly or reluctantly, happily or with regret, secretly or publicly, so also God in the
infinite greatness of his personality is able to will different things in different ways.

One helpful distinction applied to aspects of God’s will is the distinction between God’s necessary
will and God’s free will. God’s necessary will includes everything that he must will according to his
own nature. What does God will necessarily? He wills himself. God eternally wills to be, or wants to
be, who he is and what he is. He says, “I AM WHO I AM” or, “I WILL BE WHAT I WILL BE” (Ex.
3:14). God cannot choose to be different than he is or to cease to exist.

God’s free will includes all things that God decided to will but had no necessity to will according to
his nature. Here we must put God’s decision to create the universe, and all the decisions relating to
the details of that creation. Here we must also place all God’s acts of redemption. There was nothing
in God’s own nature that required him to decide to create the universe or to redeem out of sinful
mankind a people for himself (see the discussion above concerning God’s independence). However,
God did decide to create and to redeem, and these were totally free choices on his part. Though
within the members of the Trinity love and fellowship and glory exist in infinite measure for all
eternity (see John 17:5, 24), nonetheless God decided to create the universe and to redeem us for his
own glory (cf. Isa. 43:7;48:9—11; Rom. 11:36; 1 Cor. 8:6; Eph. 1:12; Rev. 4:11). It would be wrong



for us ever to try to find a necessary cause for creation or redemption in the being of God himself, for
that would rob God of his total independence. It would be to say that without us God could not truly
be God. God’s decisions to create and to redeem were totally free decisions.

(2) Secret will and revealed will: Another helpful distinction applied to different aspects of God’s
will is the distinction between God’s secret will and his revealed will. Even in our own experience
we know that we are able to will some things secretly and then only later make this will known to
others. Sometimes we tell others before the thing that we have willed comes about, and at other times
we do not reveal our secret will until the event we willed has happened.

Surely a distinction between aspects of God’s will 1s evident in many passages of Scripture.
According to Moses, “The secret things belong to the LORD our God; but the things that are revealed
belong to us and to our children for ever, that we may do all the words of this law” (Deut. 29:29).
Those things that God has revealed are given for the purpose of obeying God’s will: “that we may do
all the words of this law.” There were many other aspects of his plan, however, that he had not
revealed to them: many details about future events, specific details of hardship or of blessing in their
lives, and so forth. With regard to these matters, they were simply to trust him.

Because God’s revealed will usually contains his commands or “precepts” for our moral conduct,
God’s revealed will is sometimes also called God’s will of precept or will of command. This
revealed will of God is God’s declared will concerning what we should do or what God commands
us to do.

On the other hand, God’s secret will usually includes his hidden decrees by which he governs the
universe and determines everything that will happen. He does not ordinarily reveal these decrees to
us (except in prophecies of the future), so these decrees really are God’s “secret” will. We find out
what God has decreed when events actually happen. Because this secret will of God has to do with
his decreeing of events in the world, this aspect of God’s will is sometimes also called God’s will of

2
decree.

There are several instances where Scripture mentions God’s revealed will. In the Lord’s prayer the
petition, “Your will be done, On earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:10) is a prayer that people would
obey God’s revealed will, his commands, on earth just as they do in heaven (that is, fully and
completely). This could not be a prayer that God’s secret will (that is, his decrees for events that he
has planned) would in fact be fulfilled, for what God has decreed in his secret will shall certainly
come to pass. To ask God to bring about what he has already decreed to happen would simply be to
pray, “May what is going to happen happen.” That would be a hollow prayer indeed, for it would not
be asking for anything at all. Furthermore, since we do not know God’s secret will regarding the
future, the person praying a prayer for God’s secret will to be done would never know for what he or
she was praying. It would be a prayer without understandable content and without effect. Rather, the
prayer “Your will be done” must be understood as an appeal for the revealed will of God to be
followed on earth.

If the phrase is understood in this way, it provides a pattern for us to pray on the basis of God’s
commands in Scripture. In this sense, Jesus provides us with a guide for an exceedingly broad range



of prayer requests. We are encouraged by Christ here to pray that people would obey God’s laws,
that they would follow his principles for life, that they would obey his commands to repent of sin and
trust in Christ as Savior. To pray these things is to pray that God’s will would be done on earth as it
is in heaven.

A little later, Jesus says, “Not every one who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,” shall enter the kingdom of
heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 7:21). Once again, the
reference cannot be to God’s secret will or will of decree (for all mankind follows this, even if
unknowingly), but to God’s revealed will, namely, the moral law of God that Christ’s followers are
to obey (cf. Matt. 12:50; probably also 18:14). When Paul commands the Ephesians to “understand
what the will of the Lord is” (Eph. 5:17; cf. Rom. 2:18), he again is speaking of God’s revealed
will. So also is John when he says, “If we ask anything according to his will he hears us” (1 John
5:14).

It is probably best to put 1 Timothy 2:4 and 2 Peter 3:9 in this category as well. Paul says that God
“desires [or ‘wills, wishes,” Gk. theleo] all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the
truth” (1 Tim. 2:4). Peter says that the Lord “is not slow about his promise as some count slowness,
but is forbearing toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance”
(2 Peter 3:9). In neither of these verses can God’s will be understood to be his secret will, his decree
concerning what will certainly occur. This is because the New Testament is clear that there will be a
final judgment and not all will be saved. It is best therefore to understand these references as
speaking of God’s revealed will, his commands for mankind to obey and his declaration to us of what
is pleasing in his sight.

On the other hand, many passages speak of God’s secret will. When James tells us to say, “If the
Lord wills, we shall live and we shall do this or that” (James 4:15), he cannot be talking about God’s
revealed will or will of precept, for with regard to many of our actions we know that it is according
to God’s command that we do one or another activity that we have planned. Rather, to trust in the
secret will of God overcomes pride and expresses humble dependence on God’s sovereign control
over the events of our lives.

Another instance is found in Genesis 50:20. Joseph says to his brothers, “As for you, you meant evil
against me; but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they
are today.” Here God’s revealed will to Joseph’s brothers was that they should love him and not
steal from him or sell him into slavery or make plans to murder him. But God’s secret will was that
in the disobedience of Joseph’s brothers a greater good would be done when Joseph, having been
sold into slavery into Egypt, gained authority over the land and was able to save his family.

When Paul says to the Corinthians, “I will come to you soon, if the Lord wills” (1 Cor. 4:19), he is
not speaking of God’s revealed will, for Paul has already determined, in obedience to God and in
fulfillment of his apostolic office, to come to visit the Corinthians. He is speaking rather of God’s
secret will, his hidden plan for the future, which is unknown to Paul and which will be known only as

3
it comes to pass (cf. Acts 21:14; Rom. 1:10; 15:32; Eph. 1:11; 1 Peter 3:17; 4:19).

Both the revealing of the good news of the gospel to some and its hiding from others are said to be



according to God’s will. Jesus says, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have
hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to babes; yea, Father, for such
was your gracious will” (Matt. 11:25-26). This again must refer to God’s secret will, for his
revealed will is that all come to salvation. Indeed, only two verses later, Jesus commands everyone,
“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). And both
Paul and Peter tell us that God wills all people to be saved (see 1 Tim. 2:4; 2 Peter 3:9). Thus, the
fact that some are not saved and some have the gospel hidden from them must be understood as
happening according to God’s secret will, unknown to us and inappropriate for us to seek to pry into.
In the same way we must understand the mention of God’s will in Romans 9:18 (“He has mercy upon
whomever he wills, and he hardens the heart of whomever he wills”) and Acts 4:28 (“to do whatever
your hand and your plan had predestined to take place™) as references to God’s secret will.

There is danger in speaking about evil events as happening according to the will of God, even though
we see Scripture speaking of them in this way. One danger is that we might begin to think that God
takes pleasure in evil, which he does not do (see Ezek. 33:11), though he can use it for his good
purposes (see chapter 16 for further discussion). Another danger is that we might begin to blame God
for sin, rather than ourselves, or to think that we are not responsible for our evil actions. Scripture,
however, does not hesitate to couple statements of God’s sovereign will with statements of man’s
responsibility for evil. Peter could say in the same sentence that Jesus was “delivered up according to
the definite plan and foreknowledge of God,” and also that “this Jesus . . . you crucified and killed by
the hands of lawless men” (Acts 2:23). Both God’s hidden will of decree and the culpable
wickedness of “lawless men” in carrying it out are affirmed in the same statement. However we may
understand the secret workings of God’s hidden will, we must never understand it to imply that we
are freed from responsibility for evil, or that God is ever to be blamed for sin. Scripture never speaks

that way, and we may not either, even though how this can be so may remain a mystery for us in this
4

age.

15. Freedom. God'’s freedom is that attribute of God whereby he does whatever he pleases. This
definition implies that nothing in all creation can hinder God from doing his will. This attribute of
God is therefore closely related to his will and his power. Yet this aspect of freedom focuses on the
fact that God 1s not constrained by anything external to himself and that he is free to do whatever he
wishes to do. There is no person or force that can ever dictate to God what he should do. He is under
no authority or external restraint.

God’s freedom is mentioned in Psalm 115, where his great power is contrasted with the weakness of
idols: “Our God is in the heavens; he does whatever he pleases” (Ps. 115:3). Human rulers are not
able to stand against God and effectively oppose his will, for “the king’s heart is a stream of water in
the hand of the LORD; he turns it wherever he will” (Prov. 21:1). Similarly, Nebuchadnezzar learns in
his repentance that it is true to say of God, “he does according to his will in the host of heaven and
among the inhabitants of the earth; and none can stay his hand or say to him, ‘What are you doing?’ ”
(Dan. 4:35).

Because God is free we should not try to seek any more ultimate answer for God’s actions in creation
than the fact that he willed to do something and that his will has perfect freedom (so long as the
actions he takes are consistent with his own moral character). Sometimes people try to discover the



reason why God had to do one or another action (such as create the world or save us). It is better
simply to say that it was God’s totally free will (working in a way consistent with his character) that
was the final reason why he chose to create the world and to save sinners.

16. Omnipotence (Power, Sovereignty). God’s omnipotence means that God is able to do all his
holy will. The word omnipotence is derived from two Latin words, omni, “all,” and potens,
“powerful,” and means “all-powerful.” Whereas God’s freedom referred to the fact that there are no
external constraints on God’s decisions, God’s omnipotence has reference to his own power to do
what he decides to do.

This power is frequently mentioned in Scripture. God 1s “The LORD, strong and mighty, the LORD,
mighty in battle!” (Ps. 24:8). The rhetorical question, “Is anything too hard for the LorD?” (Gen.
18:14; Jer. 32:27) certainly implies (in the contexts in which it occurs) that nothing is too hard for the
Lorp. In fact, Jeremiah says to God, “nothing is too hard for you” (Jer. 32:17).

Paul says that God 1s “able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think” (Eph. 3:20), and
God is called the “Almighty” (2 Cor. 6:18; Rev. 1:8), a term (Gk. pantokrator) that suggests the
possession of all power and authority. Furthermore, the angel Gabriel says to Mary, “With God
nothing will be impossible” (Luke 1:37), and Jesus says, “With God all things are possible” (Matt.
19:26).

These passages indicate that God’s power is infinite, and that he is therefore not limited to doing only
what he actually has done. In fact, God is able to do more than he actually does. For example, John
the Baptist says in Matthew 3:9, “God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham.”
God is one who “does whatever he pleases” (Ps. 115:3); he could have destroyed Israel and raised
up a great nation from Moses (cf. Ex. 32:10), but he did not do so.

However, there are some things that God cannot do. God cannot will or do anything that would deny
his own character. This is why the definition of omnipotence is stated in terms of God’s ability to do
“all his holy will.” It is not absolutely everything that God is able to do, but everything that is
consistent with his character. For example, God cannot lie. In Titus 1:2 he is called (literally) “the
unlying God” or the “God who never lies.” The author of Hebrews says that in God’s oath and
promise “it is impossible for God to lie” (Heb. 6:18, author’s translation). Second Timothy 2:13 says
of Christ, “He cannot deny himself.” Furthermore, James says, “God cannot be tempted with evil and
he himself tempts no one” (James 1:13). Thus, God cannot lie, sin, deny himself, or be tempted with
evil. He cannot cease to exist, or cease to be God, or act in a way inconsistent with any of his
attributes.

This means that it is not entirely accurate to say that God can do anything. Even the Scripture passages
quoted above that use phrases similar to this must be understood in their contexts to mean that God
can do anything he wills to do or anything that is consistent with his character. Although God’s power
is infinite, his use of that power is qualified by his other attributes (just as all God’s attributes qualify
all his actions). This is therefore another instance where misunderstanding would result if one
attribute were 1solated from the rest of God’s character and emphasized in a disproportionate way.

God’s exercise of power over his creation is also called God’s sovereignty. God’s sovereignty is his



exercise of rule (as “sovereign” or “king”) over his creation. This subject will be discussed in more
detail in chapter 16, on God’s providence.

As we conclude our treatment of God’s attributes of purpose, it is appropriate to realize that he has
made us in such a way that we show in our lives some faint reflection of each of them. God has made
us as creatures with a will. We exercise choice and make real decisions regarding the events of our
lives. Although our will is not absolutely free in the way God’s is, God has nonetheless given us
relative freedom within our spheres of activity in the universe he has created.

In fact, we have an intuitive sense that it is our ability to exercise our wills and make choices, and to
do so in a relatively free way, that is one of the most significant marks of God-likeness in our
existence. Of course our desire to exercise our wills and our desire to be free from restraint can show
themselves in sinful ways. People can become proud and can desire a kind of freedom that involves
rebellion against God’s authority and a refusal to obey his will. Nonetheless, when we use our will
and our freedom to make choices that are pleasing to God, we reflect his character and bring glory to
him. When human beings are deprived of their ability to make free choices by evil governments or by
other circumstances, a significant part of their God-likeness is suppressed. It is not surprising that
they will pay almost any price to regain their freedom. American revolutionary Patrick Henry’s cry,
“Give me liberty or give me death!” finds an echo deep within every soul created in the image of
God.

We do not of course have infinite power or omnipotence any more than we have infinite freedom or
any of God’s other attributes to an infinite degree. But even though we do not have omnipotence, God
has given us power to bring about results, both physical power and other kinds of power: mental
power, spiritual power, persuasive power, and power in various kinds of authority structures (family,
church, civil government, and so forth). In all of these areas, the use of power in ways pleasing to
God and consistent with his will is again something that brings him glory as it reflects his own
character.

E. “Summary” Attributes

17. Perfection. God'’s perfection means that God completely possesses all excellent qualities and
lacks no part of any qualities that would be desirable for him.

It 1s difficult to decide whether this should be listed as a separate attribute or simply be included in
the description of the other attributes. Some passages say that God is “perfect” or “complete.” Jesus
tells us, “You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48). And
David says of God, “His way is perfect” (Ps. 18:30; cf. Deut. 32:4). There is some scriptural
precedent, therefore, for stating explicitly that God lacks nothing in his excellence: he fully possesses
all of his attributes and lacks nothing from any one of those attributes. Furthermore, there is no quality
of excellence that it would be desirable for God to have that he does not have: he is “complete” or
“perfect” in every way.

This attribute is the first of those classified as a “summary” attribute because it does not fit well into
the other categories that have been listed. Even though all the attributes of God modify all the others
in some senses, those that fit in this category seem more directly to apply to all the attributes or to



describe some aspect of all of the attributes that it is worthwhile to state explicitly.

18. Blessedness. To be “blessed” is to be happy in a very full and rich sense. Often Scripture talks
about the blessedness of those people who walk in God’s ways. Yet in 1 Timothy Paul calls God “the
blessed and only Sovereign” (1 Tim. 6:15) and speaks of “the glorious gospel of the blessed God” (1
Tim. 1:11). In both instances the word is not eulogétos (which is often translated “blessed”), but
makarios (which means “happy”).

Thus, God’s blessedness may be defined as follows: God'’s blessedness means that God delights
fully in himself and in all that reflects his character. In this definition the idea of God’s happiness
or blessedness is connected directly to his own person as the focus of all that is worthy of joy or
delight. This definition indicates that God is perfectly happy, that he has fullness of joy in himself.

The definition reflects the fact that God takes pleasure in everything in creation that mirrors his own
excellence. When he finished his work of creation, he looked at everything that he had made and saw
that it was “very good” (Gen. 1:31). This indicates God’s delight in and approval of his creation.
Then in Isaiah we read a promise of God’s future rejoicing over his people: “As the bridegroom
rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you” (Isa. 62:5; cf. Prov. 8:30-31; Zeph.
3:17).

It may at first seem strange or even somewhat disappointing to us that when God rejoices in his
creation, or even when he rejoices in us, it is really the reflection of his own excellent qualities in
which he is rejoicing. But when we remember that the sum of everything that is desirable or excellent
1s found in infinite measure in God himself, then we realize that it could not be otherwise: whatever
excellence there is in the universe, whatever is desirable, must ultimately have come from him, for he
is the Creator of all and he is the source of all good. “Every good endowment and every perfect gift is
from above, coming down from the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due to
change” (James 1:17).

We ought therefore to say to ourselves, as Paul says to the Corinthians, “What have you that you did
not receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as if it were not a gift?”” (1 Cor. 4:7). “For from
him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory for ever” (Rom. 11:36).

We imitate God’s blessedness when we find delight and happiness in all that is pleasing to God, both
those aspects of our own lives that are pleasing to God and the deeds of others. In fact, when we are
thankful for and delight in the specific abilities, preferences, and other characteristics with which
God has created us as individuals, then we also imitate his attribute of blessedness. Furthermore, we
imitate God’s blessedness by rejoicing in the creation as it reflects various aspects of his excellent
character. And we find our greatest blessedness, our greatest happiness, in delighting in the source of
all good qualities, God himself.

19. Beauty. God'’s beauty is that attribute of God whereby he is the sum of all desirable qualities.
This attribute of God has been implicit in a number of the preceding attributes, and is especially
related to God’s perfection. However, God’s perfection was defined in such a way as to show that he
does not /ack anything that would be desirable for him. This attribute, beauty, is defined in a positive
way to show that God actually does possess all desirable qualities: “perfection” means that God



doesn’t lack anything desirable; “beauty” means that God has everything desirable. They are two
different ways of affirming the same truth.

Nevertheless, there is value in affirming this positive aspect of God’s possession of everything that is
desirable. It reminds us that all of our good and righteous desires, all of the desires that really ought
to be in us or in any other creature, find their ultimate fulfillment in God and in no one else.

David speaks of the beauty of the LORD in Psalm 27:4: “One thing have I asked of the LorD, that will
I seek after; that I may dwell in the house of the LOrD all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of
the LORD, and to inquire in his temple.” A similar idea is expressed in another psalm: “Whom have I
in heaven but you? And there is nothing upon earth that I desire besides you” (Ps. 73:25). In both
cases, the psalmist recognizes that his desire for God, who is the sum of everything desirable, far
surpasses all other desires. This desire culminates in a longing to be near God and to enjoy his
presence forevermore. Thus, the greatest blessing of the heavenly city shall be this: “They shall see
his face” (Rev. 22:4).

Anne R. Cousin certainly had a proper perspective on heaven, for in the last stanza of her hymn, “The
Sands of Time are Sinking” she wrote:

The bride eyes not her garment,
But her dear bridegroom’s face.
[ will not gaze at glory,

But on my King of grace;

Not at the crown he giveth,

But on his pierced hand:

The Lamb is all the glory

Of Emmanuel’s land.

We reflect God’s beauty in our own lives when we exhibit conduct that is pleasing to him. Thus,
Peter tells wives in the churches to which he writes that their “adorning” (that is, their source of
beauty) should be “the hidden person of the heart with the imperishable jewel of a gentle and quiet
spirit, which in God’s sight is very precious” (1 Peter 3:4). Similarly, Paul instructs servants that by
their conduct they should “adorn the doctrine of God our Savior” (Titus 2:10).

The beauty of our lives is so important to Christ that his purpose now is to sanctify the entire church
“that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that
she might be holy and without blemish” (Eph. 5:27). Thus, we individually and corporately reflect
God’s beauty in every way in which we exhibit his character. When we reflect his character, he
delights in us and finds us beautiful in his sight.



But we also delight in God’s excellence as we see it manifested in the lives of our brothers and
sisters in the Lord. Therefore it is right that we feel joy and delight in the fellowship of one another,
and that this joy deepens as our conformity to the life of Christ increases. It is right that we long to be
in the fellowship of God’s people in which God’s character is manifested, for when we delight in the
godliness of God’s people, we are ultimately delighting in God himself as we see his character
evidenced in the lives of his people.

20. Glory. In one sense of the word glory it simply means “honor” or “excellent reputation.” This is
the meaning of the term in Isaiah 43:7, where God speaks of his children, “whom I created for my
glory,” or Romans 3:23, which says that all “have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” It also
has that meaning in John 17:5, where Jesus speaks to the Father of “the glory which I had with you
before the world was made,” and in Hebrews 1:3, which says that the Son “is the radiance of God’s
glory” (author’s translation). In this sense, the glory of God is not exactly an attribute of his being but
rather describes the superlative honor that should be given to God by everything in the universe
(including, in Heb. 1:3 and John 17:5, the honor that is shared among the members of the Trinity). But
that 1s not the sense of the word glory that we are concerned with in this section.

In another sense, God’s “glory” means the bright light that surrounds God’s presence. Since God is
spirit, and not energy or matter, this visible light is not part of God’s being but is something that was
created. We may define it as follows: God’s glory is the created brightness that surrounds God’s
revelation of himself.

This “attribute” of God is really not an attribute of God in the sense that the others were, for here we
are speaking not of God’s own character but of the created light or brilliance that surrounds God as
he manifests himself in his creation. Thus, God’s glory in this sense is not actually an attribute of God
in himself. Nevertheless, God’s glory is something that belongs to him alone and is the appropriate
outward expression of his own excellence. It seems right therefore to treat it here immediately after
the attributes of God.

Scripture often speaks of God’s glory. David asks, “Who is this King of glory? The LoRD of hosts, /e
is the King of glory!” (Ps. 24:10). We read in Psalm 104:1-2, “O LorD my God, you are very great!
You are clothed with honor and majesty, you who cover yourself with light as with a garment. . . .”
This glory of God is frequently mentioned in the Old Testament.

It is mentioned again in the New Testament in connection with the annunciation of Jesus’ birth to the
shepherds: “And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around
them, and they were filled with fear” (Luke 2:9). God’s glory was also evident at the transfiguration
of Christ (cf. Matt. 17:2), and we find in the heavenly city yet to come that “the city has no need of sun
or moon to shine upon it, for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb” (Rev. 21:23).

It is very appropriate that God’s revelation of himself should be accompanied by such splendor and
brightness, for this glory of God is the visible manifestation of the excellence of God’s character. The
greatness of God’s being, the perfection of all his attributes, is something that we can never fully
comprehend, but before which we can only stand in awe and worship. Thus, it is appropriate indeed
that the visible manifestation of God be such that we would be unable to gaze fully upon it, and that it
would be so bright that it would call forth both great delight and deep awe from us when we behold it



only in part.

Quite amazingly, God made us to reflect his glory. Paul tells us that even now in our Christian lives
we all are being “changed into his likeness from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor. 3:18; cf.
Matt. 5:16; Phil. 2:15). Though we do not now find ourselves surrounded by a visible light, there is a
brightness, a splendor, or a beauty about the manner of life of a person who deeply loves God, and it
is often evident to those around such a person. In the life to come, such brightness will be intensified,
so that as we reign with Christ, it seems that we also will receive an outward appearance that is
appropriate to that reign and to our status as image bearers of God and servants of the Lord Jesus

Christ (cf. Prov. 4:18; Dan. 12:3; Matt. 13:43; 1 Cor. 15:43).§

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

Will, Freedom

1. As children grow toward adulthood, what are proper and improper ways for them to show in
their own lives greater and greater exercise of individual will and freedom from parental
control? Are these to be expected as evidence of our creation in the image of God?

Power

2. If God’s power is his ability to do what he wills to do, then is power for us the ability to
obey God’s will and bring about results in the world that are pleasing to him? Name several
ways in which we can increase in such power in our lives.

Perfection

3. How does God’s attribute of perfection remind us that we can never be satisfied with the
reflection of only some of God’s character in our own lives? Can you describe some aspects of
what it would mean to “be perfect” as our heavenly Father is perfect, with respect to your own
life?

Blessedness

4. Are you happy with the way God created you—with the physical, emotional, mental, and
relational traits he gave you? With the sex he gave you (whether masculine or feminine)? With
the spiritual gifts he has given you? In what ways is it right to be happy or pleased with our own
personalities, physical characteristics, abilities, positions, etc.? In what ways 1s it wrong to be
pleased or happy about these things? Will we ever be fully “blessed” or happy? When will that
be and why?

5. Think about the qualities that you admire in other people, both Christians and non-Christians.
Which of these are right to admire and which are not? How can you decide? How can we come
to delight more frequently and more fully in God himself?

Beauty



6. If we refuse to accept our society’s definition of beauty, or even the definitions that we
ourselves may have worked with previously, and decide that that which is truly beautiful is the
character of God himself, then how will our understanding of beauty be different from the one
we previously held? Will we still be able to rightly apply our new idea of beauty to some of the
things we previously thought to be beautiful? Why or why not?

7. Can you understand why David’s one desire above all others in life was “that I may dwell in
the house of the LorD all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the LoRD, and to inquire in
his temple” (Ps. 27:4)?

Glory

8. When the shepherds near Bethlehem experienced the glory of the Lord shining around them,
“they were filled with fear” (Luke 2:9). Yet when we come to live forever in the heavenly city,
we will continually be surrounded by the light of the glory of the Lord (Rev. 21:23). Will we
then continually feel this same fear the shepherds felt? Why or why not? Would you like to live
in the presence of this glory? Can we experience any of it in this life?

SPECIAL TERMS

attributes of purpose blessedness
beauty freedom
free will reasonable self-determination
glory revealed will
necessary will secret will
omnipotence sovereignty
perfection “summary attributes”
power will
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SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE

Psalm 73:25-26: Whom have I in heaven but you? And there is nothing upon earth that I desire
besides you. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion
for ever.

HYMN

“If Thou but Suffer God to Guide Thee”

This is undoubtedly one of the most beautiful hymns ever written that expresses trust in God for his
sovereignty.

If thou but suffer God to guide thee,

And hope in him through all thy ways,

He’ll give thee strength, whate’er betide thee,
And bear thee through the evil days:

Who trusts in God’s unchanging love

Builds on the rock that naught can move.
What can these anxious cares avail thee,

These never-ceasing moans and sighs?



What can it help, if thou bewail thee
O’er each dark moment as it flies?

Our cross and trials do but press

The heavier for our bitterness.

Only be still, and wait his leisure

In cheerful hope, with heart content

To take whate’er thy Father’s pleasure
And all-deserving love hath sent;

Nor doubt our inmost wants are known
To him who chose us for his own.

All are alike before the highest;

> Tis easy to our God, we know,

To raise thee up though low thou liest,
To make the rich man poor and low;
True wonders still by him are wrought
Who setteth up and brings to naught.
Sing, pray, and keep his ways unswerving,
So do thine own part faithfully,

And trust his Word, though undeserving,
Thou yet shalt find it true for thee;

God never yet forsook at need

The soul that trusted him indeed.

AUTHOR: GEORG NEUMARK, 1641

Alternative hymns: “God Moves in a Mysterious Way” (printed at the end of chapter 16); “Crown
Him With Many Crowns”



NOTES

1The phrase does not always carry that meaning (cf. Rom. 11:32; 1 Cor. 12:6; 2 Cor. 12:19), but in contexts where the scope of Paul’s thought is cosmic or universal in
nature (as in this passage), the phrase does seem quite clearly to refer to everything in all creation.

ZSee the discussion of God’s decrees in chapter 16.

3In Eph. 1:9-10 Paul says that God “has made known to us . . . the mystery of his will . . . to unite all things in him.” Here he tells us that part of God’s secret will has
become God’s revealed will because God made it known to the apostles and then to the church.

4See chapter 16 for further discussion of the relationship between the will of God and evil. See also the excellent essay by John Piper, “Are There Two Wills in God?
Divine Election and God’s Desire for All to Be Saved,” in The Grace of God, the Bondage of the Will, vol. 2, ed. by Tom Schreiner and Bruce Ware (forthcoming;
Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995).

3See the discussion of glorification in chapter 42.



Chapter 14

God in Three Persons: The Trinity

How can God be three persons, yet one God?

The preceding chapters have discussed many attributes of God. But if we understood only those
attributes, we would not rightly understand God at all, for we would not understand that God, in his
very being, has always existed as more than one person. In fact, God exists as three persons, yet he is
one God.

It is important to remember the doctrine of the Trinity in connection with the study of God’s attributes.
When we think of God as eternal, omnipresent, omnipotent, and so forth, we may have a tendency to
think only of God the Father in connection with these attributes. But the biblical teaching on the
Trinity tells us that all of God’s attributes are true of all three persons, for each is fully God. Thus,
God the Son and God the Holy Spirit are also eternal, omnipresent, omnipotent, infinitely wise,
infinitely holy, infinitely loving, omniscient, and so forth.

The doctrine of the Trinity 1s one of the most important doctrines of the Christian faith. To study the
Bible’s teachings on the Trinity gives us great insight into the question that is at the center of all of our
seeking after God: What is God like in himself? Here we learn that in himself, in his very being, God
exists in the persons of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, yet he is one God.

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

We may define the doctrine of the Trinity as follows: God eternally exists as three persons, Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit, and each person is fully God, and there is one God.

A. The Doctrine of the Trinity Is Progressively Revealed in Scripture

1. Partial Revelation in the Old Testament. The word trinity is never found in the Bible, though the
idea represented by the word is taught in many places. The word trinity means “tri-unity” or “three-
in-oneness.” It is used to summarize the teaching of Scripture that God 1s three persons yet one God.

Sometimes people think the doctrine of the Trinity is found only in the New Testament, not in the Old.
If God has eternally existed as three persons, it would be surprising to find no indications of that in
the Old Testament. Although the doctrine of the Trinity 1s not explicitly found in the Old Testament,
several passages suggest or even imply that God exists as more than one person.

For instance, according to Genesis 1:26, God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our
likeness.” What do the plural verb (“let us™) and the plural pronoun (“our”) mean? Some have
suggested they are plurals of majesty, a form of speech a king would use in saying, for example, “We



1
are pleased to grant your request.” However, in Old Testament Hebrew there are no other examples
of a monarch using plural verbs or plural pronouns of himself in such a “plural of majesty,” so this

suggestion has no evidence to support it.” Another suggestion is that God is here speaking to angels.
But angels did not participate in the creation of man, nor was man created in the image and likeness of
angels, so this suggestion is not convincing. The best explanation is that already in the first chapter of

Genesis we have an indication of a plurality of persons in God himself.3 We are not told how many
persons, and we have nothing approaching a complete doctrine of the Trinity, but it is implied that
more than one person is involved. The same can be said of Genesis 3:22 (“Behold, the man has
become like one of us, knowing good and evil”), Genesis 11:7 (“Come, let us go down, and there
confuse their language™), and Isaiah 6:8 (““Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?””). (Note the
combination of singular and plural in the same sentence in the last passage.)

Moreover, there are passages where one person is called “God” or “the Lord” and is distinguished
from another person who is also said to be God. In Psalm 45:6—7 (NIV), the psalmist says, “Your
throne, O God, will last for ever and ever. . . . You love righteousness and hate wickedness; therefore
God, your God, has set you above your companions by anointing you with the oil of joy.” Here the
psalm passes beyond describing anything that could be true of an earthly king and calls the king
“God” (v. 6), whose throne will last “forever and ever.” But then, still speaking to the person called
“God,” the author says that “God, your God, has set you above your companions” (v. 7). So two
separate persons are called “God” (Heb. ’Elohim). In the New Testament, the author of Hebrews

4
quotes this passage and applies it to Christ: “Your throne, O God, is for ever and ever” (Heb. 1:8).”

Similarly, in Psalm 110:1, David says, “The LORD says to my lord: ‘Sit at my right hand until I make
your enemies a footstool for your feet’ ” (NIV). Jesus rightly understands that David is referring to
two separate persons as “Lord” (Matt. 22:41-46), but who 1s David’s “Lord” if not God himself ?
And who could be saying to God, ““Sit at my right hand” except someone else who is also fully God?
From a New Testament perspective, we can paraphrase this verse: “God the Father said to God the
Son, ‘Sit at my right hand.” ” But even without the New Testament teaching on the Trinity, it seems
clear that David was aware of a plurality of persons in one God. Jesus, of course, understood this, but
when he asked the Pharisees for an explanation of this passage, “no one was able to answer him a
word, nor from that day did any one dare to ask him any more questions” (Matt. 22:46). Unless they
are willing to admit a plurality of persons in one God, Jewish interpreters of Scripture to this day
will have no more satisfactory explanation of Psalm 110:1 (or of Gen. 1:26, or of the other passages
just discussed) than they did in Jesus day.

Isaiah 63:10 says that God’s people “rebelled and grieved his Holy Spirit” (NIV), apparently
suggesting both that the Holy Spirit is distinct from God himself (it 1s “his Holy Spirit”), and that this
Holy Spirit can be “grieved,” thus suggesting emotional capabilities characteristic of a distinct
person. (Isa. 61:1 also distinguishes “The Spirit of the Lord GOD” from “the LORD,” even though no
personal qualities are attributed to the Spirit of the Lord in that verse.)

Similar evidence is found in Malachi, when the Lord says, “The Lord whom you seek will suddenly
come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, behold, he is coming, says the
LorD of hosts. But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears?”



(Mal. 3:1-2). Here again the one speaking (“the LORD of hosts™’) distinguishes himself from “the Lord
whom you seek,” suggesting two separate persons, both of whom can be called “Lord.”

In Hosea 1:7, the Lord is speaking, and says of the house of Judah, “I will deliver them by the LOrRD
their God,” once again suggesting that more than one person can be called “Lord” (Heb. Yahweh) and
“God” ('Elohim).

And 1n Isaiah 48:16, the speaker (apparently the servant of the Lord) says, “And now the Lord GOD

5
has sent me and his Spirit.” Here the Spirit of the Lord, like the servant of the Lord, has been “sent”
by the Lord GOD on a particular mission. The parallel between the two objects of sending (“me” and
“his Spirit”) would be consistent with seeing them both as distinct persons: it seems to mean more

than simply “the Lord has sent me and his power.”é In fact, from a full New Testament perspective
(which recognizes Jesus the Messiah to be the true servant of the Lord predicted in Isaiah’s
prophecies), Isaiah 48:16 has trinitarian implications: “And now the Lord GOD has sent me and his
Spirit,” if spoken by Jesus the Son of God, refers to all three persons of the Trinity.

Furthermore, several Old Testament passages about “the angel of the LORD” suggest a plurality of
persons in God. The word translated “angel” (Heb. mal 'ak) means simply “messenger.” If this angel
of the LORD 1s a “messenger” of the LORD, he is then distinct from the LORD himself. Yet at some
points the angel of the LORD is called “God” or “the LOrRD” (see Gen. 16:13; Ex. 3:2—6; 23:20-22
[note “my name is in him” in v. 21]; Num. 22:35 with 38; Judg. 2:1-2; 6:11 with 14). At other points
in the Old Testament “the angel of the LORD” simply refers to a created angel, but at least at these
texts the special angel (or “messenger’) of the LORD seems to be a distinct person who 1s fully divine.

One of the most disputed Old Testament texts that could show distinct personality for more than one
person is Proverbs 8:22—-31. Although the earlier part of the chapter could be understood as merely a
personification of “wisdom” for literary effect, showing wisdom calling to the simple and inviting
them to learn, vv. 22-31, one could argue, say things about “wisdom” that seem to go far beyond mere
personification. Speaking of the time when God created the earth, “wisdom” says, “Then I was the
craftsman at his side. I was filled with delight day after day, rejoicing always in his presence,
rejoicing in his whole world and delighting in mankind” (Prov. 8:30-31 NIV). To work as a
“craftsman” at God’s side in the creation suggests in itself the idea of distinct personhood, and the
following phrases might seem even more convincing, for only real persons can be “filled with delight

7
day after day” and can rejoice in the world and delight in mankind.™

But if we decide that “wisdom” here really refers to the Son of God before he became man, there is a
difficulty. Verses 22-25 (RSV) seem to speak of the creation of this person who is called “wisdom”:

The LorD created me at the beginning of his work,
the first of his acts of old.
Ages ago [ was set up,

at the first, before the beginning of the earth.



When there were no depths I was brought forth,
when there were no springs abounding with water.
Before the mountains had been shaped,
before the hills, I was brought forth.

Does this not indicate that this “wisdom” was created?

In fact, it does not. The Hebrew word that commonly means “create” (bard’) is not used in verse 22;
rather the word is ganah, which occurs eighty-four times in the Old Testament and almost always
means “to get, acquire.” The NASB is most clear here: “The Lord possessed me at the beginning of
his way” (similarly KJV). (Note this sense of the word in Gen. 39:1; Ex. 21:2; Prov. 4:5, 7; 23:23;
Eccl. 2:7; Isa. 1:3 [”owner”].) This is a legitimate sense and, if wisdom i1s understood as a real
person, would mean only that God the Father began to direct and make use of the powerful creative

work of God the Son at the time creation began§: the Father summoned the Son to work with him in
the activity of creation. The expression “brought forth” in verses 24 and 25 1s a different term but
could carry a similar meaning: the Father began to direct and make use of the powerful creative work
of the Son in the creation of the universe.

2. More Complete Revelation of the Trinity in the New Testament. When the New Testament
opens, we enter into the history of the coming of the Son of God to earth. It is to be expected that this
great event would be accompanied by more explicit teaching about the trinitarian nature of God, and
that 1s in fact what we find. Before looking at this in detail, we can simply list several passages
where all three persons of the Trinity are named together.

When Jesus was baptized, “the heavens were opened and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a
dove, and alighting on him; and lo, a voice from heaven, saying, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom
[ am well pleased’ ” (Matt. 3:16—17). Here at one moment we have three members of the Trinity
performing three distinct activities. God the Father is speaking from heaven; God the Son is being
baptized and is then spoken to from heaven by God the Father; and God the Holy Spirit is descending
from heaven to rest upon and empower Jesus for his ministry.

At the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry, he tells the disciples that they should go “and make disciples of
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt.
28:19). The very names “Father” and “Son,” drawn as they are from the family, the most familiar of
human institutions, indicate very strongly the distinct personhood of both the Father and the Son.
When “the Holy Spirit” is put in the same expression and on the same level as the other two persons,
it is hard to avoid the conclusion that the Holy Spirit is also viewed as a person and of equal standing
with the Father and the Son.

When we realize that the New Testament authors generally use the name “God” (Gk. theos) to refer to
God the Father and the name “Lord” (Gk. kyrios) to refer to God the Son, then it is clear that there is

another trinitarian expression in 1 Corinthians 12:4-6: “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same
Spirit; and there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of working, but it



is the same God who inspires them all in every one.”

Similarly, the last verse of 2 Corinthians is trinitarian in its expression: “The grace of the Lord Jesus
Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all” (2 Cor. 13:14). We
see the three persons mentioned separately in Ephesians 4:4—6 as well: “There is one body and one
Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call, one Lord, one faith, one
baptism, one God and Father of us all, who is above all and through all and in all.”

All three persons of the Trinity are mentioned together in the opening sentence of 1 Peter: “According
to the foreknowledge of God the Father, by the sanctifying work of the Spirit, that you may obey Jesus
Christ and be sprinkled with his blood” (1 Peter 1:2 NASB). And in Jude 20-21, we read: “But you,
beloved, build yourselves up on your most holy faith; pray in the Holy Spirit; keep yourselves in the
love of God; wait for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ unto eternal life.”

However, the KJV translation of 1 John 5:7 should not be used in this connection. It reads, “For there
are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are
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one.

The problem with this translation is that it 1s based on a very small number of unreliable Greek
manuscripts, the earliest of which comes from the fourteenth century A.D. No modern translation
includes this KJV reading, but all omit it, as do the vast majority of Greek manuscripts from all major
text traditions, including several very reliable manuscripts from the fourth and fifth century A.D., and
also including quotations by church fathers such as Irenaeus (d. ca. A.D. 202), Clement of Alexandria
(d. ca. A.D. 212), Tertullian (died after A.D. 220), and the great defender of the Trinity, Athanasius
(d. A.D. 373).

B. Three Statements Summarize the Biblical Teaching

In one sense the doctrine of the Trinity is a mystery that we will never be able to understand fully.
However, we can understand something of its truth by summarizing the teaching of Scripture in three
statements:

1. God is three persons.
2. Each person is fully God.
3. There is one God.
The following section will develop each of these statements in more detail.

1. God Is Three Persons. The fact that God is three persons means that the Father is not the Son; they
are distinct persons. It also means that the Father is not the Holy Spirit, but that they are distinct
persons. And it means that the Son is not the Holy Spirit. These distinctions are seen in a number of
the passages quoted in the earlier section as well as in many additional New Testament passages.

John 1:1-2 tells us: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was



God. He was in the beginning with God.” The fact that the “Word” (who is seen to be Christ in vv. 9—
18) is “with” God shows distinction from God the Father. In John 17:24 (NIV), Jesus speaks to God
the Father about “my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before the creation of
the world,” thus showing distinction of persons, sharing of glory, and a relationship of love between
the Father and the Son before the world was created.

We are told that Jesus continues as our High Priest and Advocate before God the Father: “If any one
does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous” (1 John 2:1). Christ is the
one who “is able for all time to save those who draw near to God through him, since he always lives
to make intercession for them” (Heb. 7:25). Yet in order to intercede for us before God the Father, it
is necessary that Christ be a person distinct from the Father.

Moreover, the Father is not the Holy Spirit, and the Son is not the Holy Spirit. They are distinguished
in several verses. Jesus says, “But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my
name, he will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you” (John
14:26). The Holy Spirit also prays or “intercedes” for us (Rom. 8:27), indicating a distinction
between the Holy Spirit and God the Father to whom the intercession is made.

Finally, the fact that the Son is not the Holy Spirit is also indicated in the several trinitarian passages
mentioned earlier, such as the Great Commission (Matt. 28:19), and in passages that indicate that
Christ went back to heaven and then sent the Holy Spirit to the church. Jesus said, “It is to your
advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I
will send him to you” (John 16:7).

Some have questioned whether the Holy Spirit is indeed a distinct person, rather than just the
“power” or “force” of God at work in the world. But the New Testament evidence is quite clear and

strong.g First are the several verses mentioned earlier where the Holy Spirit is put in a coordinate
relationship with the Father and the Son (Matt. 28:19; 1 Cor. 12:4-6; 2 Cor. 13:14; Eph. 4:4-6; 1
Peter 1:2): since the Father and Son are both persons, the coordinate expression strongly intimates
that the Holy Spirit is a person also. Then there are places where the masculine pronoun /e (Gk.
ekeinos) is applied to the Holy Spirit (John 14:26; 15:26; 16:13—14), which one would not expect
from the rules of Greek grammar, for the word “spirit” (Gk. pneuma) is neuter, not masculine, and
would ordinarily be referred to with the neuter pronoun ekeino. Moreover, the name counselor or
comforter (GK. paraklétos) is a term commonly used to speak of a person who helps or gives comfort
or counsel to another person or persons, but is used of the Holy Spirit in John’s gospel (14:16, 26;
15:26; 16:7).

Other personal activities are ascribed to the Holy Spirit, such as teaching (John 14:26), bearing
witness (John 15:26; Rom. 8:16), interceding or praying on behalf of others (Rom. 8:26-27),
searching the depths of God (1 Cor. 2:10), knowing the thoughts of God (1 Cor. 2:11), willing to
distribute some gifts to some and other gifts to others (1 Cor. 12:11), forbidding or not allowing
certain activities (Acts 16:6—7), speaking (Acts 8:29; 13:2; and many times in both Old and New
Testaments), evaluating and approving a wise course of action (Acts 15:28), and being grieved by sin
in the lives of Christians (Eph. 4:30).



Finally, if the Holy Spirit is understood simply to be the power of God, rather than a distinct person,
then a number of passages would simply not make sense, because in them the Holy Spirit and his
power or the power of God are both mentioned. For example, Luke 4:14, “And Jesus returned in the
power of the Spirit into Galilee,” would have to mean, “Jesus returned in the power of the power of
God into Galilee.” In Acts 10:38, “God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with
power,” would mean, “God anointed Jesus with the power of God and with power” (see also Rom.
15:13; 1 Cor. 2:4).

Although so many passages clearly distinguish the Holy Spirit from the other members of the Trinity,
one puzzling verse has been 2 Corinthians 3:17: “Now the Lord 1s the Spirit, and where the Spirit of
the Lord s, there is freedom.” Interpreters often assume that “the Lord” here must mean Christ,
because Paul frequently uses “the Lord” to refer to Christ. But that is probably not the case here, for a
good argument can be made from grammar and context to say that this verse is better translated with

the Holy Spirit as subject, “Now the Spirit is the Lord. . . .”1_0 In this case, Paul would be saying that
the Holy Spirit is also “Yahweh” (or “Jehovah™), the Lord of the Old Testament (note the clear Old
Testament background of this context, beginning at v. 7). Theologically this would be quite
acceptable, for it could truly be said that just as God the Father is “Lord” and God the Son is “Lord”
(in the full Old Testament sense of “Lord” as a name for God), so also the Holy Spirit is the one

called “Lord” in the Old Testament—and it is the Holy Spirit who especially manifests the presence
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of the Lord to us in the new covenant age.

2. Each Person Is Fully God. In addition to the fact that all three persons are distinct, the abundant
testimony of Scripture is that each person is fully God as well.

First, God the Father is clearly God. This is evident from the first verse of the Bible, where God
created the heaven and the earth. It is evident through the Old and New Testaments, where God the
Father is clearly viewed as sovereign Lord over all and where Jesus prays to his Father in heaven.

Next, the Son is fully God. Although this point will be developed in greater detail in chapter 26, “The
Person of Christ,” we can briefly note several explicit passages at this point. John 1:1-4 clearly
affirms the full deity of Christ:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He
was in the beginning with God; all things were made through him, and without him was not
anything made that was made. In him was life, and the life was the light of men.

Here Christ is referred to as “the Word,” and John says both that he was “with God” and that he “was
God.” The Greek text echoes the opening words of Genesis 1:1 (“In the beginning . . .””) and reminds

us that John is talking about something that was true before the world was made. God the Son was
always fully God.

The translation “the Word was God” has been challenged by the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who translate
it “the Word was a god,” implying that the Word was simply a heavenly being but not fully divine.
They justify this translation by pointing to the fact that the definite article (Gk. 4o, “the”) does not
occur before the Greek word theos (“God”). They say therefore that theos should be translated ““a



god.” However, their interpretation has been followed by no recognized Greek scholar anywhere, for
it is commonly known that the sentence follows a regular rule of Greek grammar, and the absence of
the definite article merely indicates that “God” is the predicate rather than the subject of the
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sentence. (A recent publication by the Jehovah’s Witnesses now acknowledges the relevant
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grammatical rule but continues to affirm their position on John 1:1 nonetheless.)

The inconsistency of the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ position can further be seen in their translation of the
rest of the chapter. For various other grammatical reasons the word theos also lacks the definite
article at other places in this chapter, such as verse 6 (“There was a man sent from God”), verse 12
(“power to become children of God”), verse 13 (“but of God”), and verse 18 (“No one has ever seen
God”). If the Jehovah’s Witnesses were consistent with their argument about the absence of the
definite article, they would have to translate all of these with the phrase “a god,” but they translate
“God” in every case.

John 20:28 in its context is also a strong proof for the deity of Christ. Thomas had doubted the reports
of the other disciples that they had seen Jesus raised from the dead, and he said he would not believe
unless he could see the nail prints in Jesus’ hands and place his hand in his wounded side (John
20:25). Then Jesus appeared to the disciples when Thomas was with them. He said to Thomas, “Put
your finger here, and see my hands; and put out your hand, and place it in my side; do not be faithless,
but believing” (John 20:27). In response to this, we read, “Thomas answered him, ‘My Lord and my
God!” ” (John 20:28). Here Thomas calls Jesus “my God.” The narrative shows that both John in
writing his gospel and Jesus himself approve of what Thomas has said and encourage everyone who
hears about Thomas to believe the same things that Thomas did. Jesus immediately responds to
Thomas, “Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and
yet believe” (John 20:29). As far as John is concerned, this is the dramatic high point of the gospel,
for he immediately tells the reader—in the very next verse—that this was the reason he wrote it:

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in
this book; but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God,
and that believing you may have life in his name. (John 20:30-31)

Jesus speaks of those who will not see him and will yet believe, and John immediately tells the
reader that he recorded the events written in his gospel in order that they may believe in just this way,
imitating Thomas in his confession of faith. In other words, the entire gospel is written to persuade
people to imitate Thomas, who sincerely called Jesus “My Lord and my God.” Because this is set out
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by John as the purpose of his gospel, the sentence takes on added force.

Other passages speaking of Jesus as fully divine include Hebrews 1, where the author says that Christ
is the “exact representation” (Gk. charakter, “exact duplicate”) of the nature or being (Gk.
hypostasis) of God—meaning that God the Son exactly duplicates the being or nature of God the
Father in every way: whatever attributes or power God the Father has, God the Son has them as well.
The author goes on to refer to the Son as “God” in verse 8 (“But of the Son he says, ‘Your throne, O
God, 1s for ever and ever’ ), and he attributes the creation of the heavens to Christ when he says of
him, “You, Lord, did found the earth in the beginning, and the heavens are the work of your hands”



(Heb. 1:10, quoting Ps. 102:25). Titus 2:13 refers to “our great God and Savior Jesus Christ,” and 2
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Peter 1:1 speaks of “the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ.”” Romans 9:5, speaking
of the Jewish people, says, “Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of

Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen” (NIV).I_6
In the Old Testament, Isaiah 9:6 predicts,

“For to us a child is born,

to us a son 1s given;

and the government will be upon his shoulder,

and his name will be called

‘Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God.” ”

As this prophecy is applied to Christ, it refers to him as “Mighty God.” Note the similar application
of the titles “LORD” and “God” in the prophecy of the coming of the Messiah in Isaiah 40:3, “In the
wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make straight in the desert a highway for our God,” quoted
by John the Baptist in preparation for the coming of Christ in Matthew 3:3.

Many other passages will be discussed in chapter 26 below, but these should be sufficient to
demonstrate that the New Testament clearly refers to Christ as fully God. As Paul says in Colossians
2:9, “In him the whole fulness of deity dwells bodily.”

Next, the Holy Spirit is also fully God. Once we understand God the Father and God the Son to be
fully God, then the trinitarian expressions in verses like Matthew 28:19 (“baptizing them in the name
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”) assume significance for the doctrine of the Holy
Spirit, because they show that the Holy Spirit is classified on an equal level with the Father and the
Son. This can be seen if we recognize how unthinkable it would have been for Jesus to say something
like, “baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the archangel Michael”—this
would give to a created being a status entirely inappropriate even to an archangel. Believers
throughout all ages can only be baptized into the name (and thus into a taking on of the character) of
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God himself. (Note also the other trinitarian passages mentioned above: 1 Cor. 12:4-6; 2 Cor.
13:14; Eph. 4:4-6; 1 Peter 1:2; Jude 20-21.)

In Acts 5:3—4, Peter asks Ananias, “Why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit...? You
have not lied to men but to God.”” According to Peter’s words, to lie to the Holy Spirit is to lie to
God. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 3:16, “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s
Spirit dwells in you?” God’s temple is the place where God himself dwells, which Paul explains by
the fact that “God’s Spirit” dwells in it, thus apparently equating God’s Spirit with God himself.

David asks in Psalm 139:7-8, “Whither shall I go from your Spirit? Or whither shall I flee from your
presence? If [ ascend to heaven, you are there!” This passage attributes the divine characteristic of



omnipresence to the Holy Spirit, something that is not true of any of God’s creatures. It seems that
David is equating God’s Spirit with God’s presence. To go from God’s Spirit is to go from his
presence, but if there is nowhere that David can flee from God’s Spirit, then he knows that wherever
he goes he will have to say, “You are there.”

Paul attributes the divine characteristic of omniscience to the Holy Spiritin 1 Corinthians 2:10-11:
“For the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God. For what person knows a man’s thoughts
except the spirit of the man which is in him? So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God [Gk.,
literally “‘the things of God’] except the Spirit of God.”

Moreover, the activity of giving new birth to everyone who is born again is the work of the Holy
Spirit. Jesus said, “unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.
That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not marvel
that I said to you, “You must be born anew’ > (John 3:5-7). But the work of giving new spiritual life
to people when they become Christians is something that only God can do (cf. 1 John 3:9, “born of
God”). This passage therefore gives another indication that the Holy Spirit 1s fully God.

Up to this point we have two conclusions, both abundantly taught throughout Scripture:
1. God is three persons.
2. Each person is fully God.

If the Bible taught only these two facts, there would be no logical problem at all in fitting them
together, for the obvious solution would be that there are three Gods. The Father is fully God, the Son
is fully God, and the Holy Spirit is fully God. We would have a system where there are three equally
divine beings. Such a system of belief would be called polytheism—or, more specifically,
“tritheism,” or belief in three Gods. But that is far from what the Bible teaches.

3. There Is One God. Scripture is abundantly clear that there is one and only one God. The three
different persons of the Trinity are one not only in purpose and in agreement on what they think, but
they are one in essence, one in their essential nature. In other words, God 1s only one being. There are
not three Gods. There is only one God.

One of the most familiar passages of the Old Testament is Deuteronomy 6:4-5 (NIV): “Hear, O
Israel: The LorD our God, the LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all
your soul and with all your strength.”

When Moses sings,
“Who is like you, O LorD, among the gods?
Who is like you, majestic in holiness,
terrible in glorious deeds, doing wonders?”” (Ex. 15:11)

the answer obviously is “No one.” God is unique, and there is no one like him and there can be no



one like him. In fact, Solomon prays “that all the peoples of the earth may know that the LorD is God;
there is no other” (1 Kings 8:60).

When God speaks, he repeatedly makes it clear that he is the only true God; the idea that there are
three Gods to be worshiped rather than one would be unthinkable in the light of these extremely strong
statements. God alone is the one true God and there is no one like him. When he speaks, he alone is
speaking—he is not speaking as one God among three who are to be worshiped. He says:

“l am the LorD, and there is no other,

besides me there is no God;

I gird you, though you do not know me,

that men may know, from the rising of the sun

and from the west, that there is none besides me;

I am the LORD, and there is no other.” (Isa. 45:5-6)
Similarly, he calls everyone on earth to turn to him:

“There is no other god besides me,

a righteous God and a Savior;

there is none besides me.

“Turn to me and be saved,

all the ends of the earth!

For I am God, and there is no other.”

(Isa. 45:21-22; cf. 44:6-8)

The New Testament also affirms that there 1s one God. Paul writes, “For there is one God, and there
is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 2:5). Paul affirms that “God is
one” (Rom. 3:30), and that “there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we

exist” (1 Cor. 8:6).§ Finally, James acknowledges that even demons recognize that there is one God,
even though their intellectual assent to that fact is not enough to save them: “You believe that God is
one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder” (James 2:19). But clearly James affirms
that one “does well” to believe that “God is one.”

4. Simplistic Solutions Must All Deny One Strand of Biblical Teaching. We now have three
statements, all of which are taught in Scripture:



1. God is three persons.
2. Each person is fully God.
3. There is one God.

Throughout the history of the church there have been attempts to come up with a simple solution to the
doctrine of the Trinity by denying one or another of these statements. If someone denies the first
statement, then we are simply left with the fact that each of the persons named in Scripture (Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit) is God, and there is one God. But if we do not have to say that they are distinct
persons, then there is an easy solution: these are just different names for one person who acts
differently at different times. Sometimes this person calls himself Father, sometimes he calls himself

Son, and sometimes he calls himself Spirit.E We have no difficulty in understanding that, for in our
own experience the same person can act at one time as a lawyer (for example), at another time as a
father to his own children, and at another time as a son with respect to his parents: The same person
is a lawyer, a father, and a son. But such a solution would deny the fact that the three persons are
distinct individuals, that God the Father sends God the Son into the world, that the Son prays to the
Father, and that the Holy Spirit intercedes before the Father for us.

Another simple solution might be found by denying the second statement, that is, denying that some
of the persons named in Scripture are really fully God. If we simply hold that God is three persons,
and that there is one God, then we might be tempted to say that some of the “persons” in this one God
are not fully God, but are only subordinate or created parts of God. This solution would be taken, for
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example, by those who deny the full deity of the Son (and of the Holy Spirit). But, as we saw above,
this solution would have to deny an entire category of biblical teaching.

Finally, as we noted above, a simple solution could come by denying that there is one God. But this
would result in a belief in three Gods, something clearly contrary to Scripture.

Though the third error has not been common, as we shall see below, each of the first two errors has
appeared at one time or another in the history of the church and they still persist today in some groups.

5. All Analogies Have Shortcomings. If we cannot adopt any of these simple solutions, then how can
we put the three truths of Scripture together and maintain the doctrine of the Trinity? Sometimes
people have used several analogies drawn from nature or human experience to attempt to explain this
doctrine. Although these analogies are helpful at an elementary level of understanding, they all turn
out to be inadequate or misleading on further reflection. To say, for example, that God is like a three-
leaf clover, which has three parts yet remains one clover, fails because each leaf is only part of the
clover, and any one leaf cannot be said to be the whole clover. But in the Trinity, each of the persons
1s not just a separate part of God, each person is fully God. Moreover, the leaf of a clover is
impersonal and does not have distinct and complex personality in the way each person of the Trinity
does.

Others have used the analogy of a tree with three parts: the roots, trunk, and branches all constitute
one tree. But a similar problem arises, for these are only parts of a tree, and none of the parts can be



said to be the whole tree. Moreover, in this analogy the parts have different properties, unlike the
persons of the Trinity, all of whom possess all of the attributes of God in equal measure. And the lack
of personality in each part is a deficiency as well.

The analogy of the three forms of water (steam, water, and ice) is also inadequate because (a) no

quantity of water is ever all three of these at the same time,ﬂ (b) they have different properties or
characteristics, (c) the analogy has nothing that corresponds to the fact that there is only one God
(there is no such thing as “one water” or “all the water in the universe”), and (d) the element of
intelligent personality is lacking.

Other analogies have been drawn from human experience. It might be said that the Trinity is
something like a man who is both a farmer, the mayor of his town, and an elder in his church. He
functions in different roles at different times, but he is one man. However, this analogy is very
deficient because there is only one person doing these three activities at different times, and the
analogy cannot deal with the personal interaction among the members of the Trinity. (In fact, this
analogy simply teaches the heresy called modalism, discussed below.)

Another analogy taken from human life is the union of the intellect, the emotions, and the will in one
human person. While these are parts of a personality, however, no one factor constitutes the entire
person. And the parts are not identical in characteristics but have different abilities.

So what analogy shall we use to teach the Trinity? Although the Bible uses many analogies from
nature and life to teach us various aspects of God’s character (God is like a rock in his faithfulness,
he is like a shepherd in his care, etc.), it is interesting that Scripture nowhere uses any analogies to
teach the doctrine of the Trinity. The closest we come to an analogy i1s found in the titles “Father” and
“Son” themselves, titles that clearly speak of distinct persons and of the close relationship that exists
between them in a human family. But on the human level, of course, we have two entirely separate
human beings, not one being comprised of three distinct persons. It is best to conclude that no analogy
adequately teaches about the Trinity, and all are misleading in significant ways.

6. God Eternally and Necessarily Exists as the Trinity. When the universe was created God the
Father spoke the powerful creative words that brought it into being, God the Son was the divine agent
who carried out these words (John 1:3; 1 Cor. 8:6; Col. 1:16; Heb. 1:2), and God the Holy Spirit was
active “moving over the face of the waters” (Gen. 1:2). So it is as we would expect: if all three
members of the Trinity are equally and fully divine, then they have all three existed for all eternity,
and God has eternally existed as a Trinity (cf. also John 17:5, 24). Moreover, God cannot be other
than he is, for he is unchanging (see chapter 11 above). Therefore it seems right to conclude that God
necessarily exists as a Trinity—he cannot be other than he is.

C. Errors Have Come By Denying Any of the Three Statements Summarizing the Biblical
Teaching

In the previous section we saw how the Bible requires that we affirm the following three statements:

1. God is three persons.



2. Each person is fully God.
3. There 1s one God.

Before we discuss further the differences between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and the way they
relate to one another, it is important that we recall some of the doctrinal errors about the Trinity that
have been made in the history of the church. In this historical survey we will see some of the mistakes
that we ourselves should avoid in any further thinking about this doctrine. In fact, the major trinitarian
errors that have arisen have come through a denial of one or another of these three primary
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statements.

1. Modalism Claims That There Is One Person Who Appears to Us in Three Different Forms (or
“Modes”). At various times people have taught that God is not really three distinct persons, but only
one person who appears to people in different “modes™ at different times. For example, in the Old
Testament God appeared as “Father.” Throughout the Gospels, this same divine person appeared as
“the Son” as seen in the human life and ministry of Jesus. After Pentecost, this same person then
revealed himself as the “Spirit” active in the church.

This teaching is also referred to by two other names. Sometimes it is called Sabellianism, after a
teacher named Sabellius who lived in Rome in the early third century A.D. Another term for
modalism is “modalistic monarchianism,” because this teaching not only says that God revealed
himself in different “modes” but it also says that there is only one supreme ruler (“monarch”) in the
universe and that is God himself, who consists of only one person.

Modalism gains its attractiveness from the desire to emphasize clearly the fact that there is only one
God. It may claim support not only from the passages talking about one God, but also from passages
such as John 10:30 (“I and the Father are one”) and John 14:9 (“He who has seen me has seen the
Father”). However, the last passage can simply mean that Jesus fully reveals the character of God the
Father, and the former passage (John 10:30), in a context in which Jesus affirms that he will
accomplish all that the Father has given him to do and save all whom the Father has given to him,
seems to mean that Jesus and the Father are one in purpose.

The fatal shortcoming of modalism is the fact that it must deny the personal relationships within the
Trinity that appear in so many places in Scripture (or it must affirm that these were simply an illusion
and not real). Thus, it must deny three separate persons at the baptism of Jesus, where the Father
speaks from heaven and the Spirit descends on Jesus like a dove. And it must say that all those
instances where Jesus is praying to the Father are an illusion or a charade. The idea of the Son or the
Holy Spirit interceding for us before God the Father is lost. Finally, modalism ultimately loses the
heart of the doctrine of the atonement—that is, the idea that God sent his Son as a substitutionary
sacrifice, and that the Son bore the wrath of God in our place, and that the Father, representing the
interests of the Trinity, saw the suffering of Christ and was satisfied (Isa. 53:11).

Moreover, modalism denies the independence of God, for if God is only one person, then he has no
ability to love and to communicate without other persons in his creation. Therefore it was necessary
for God to create the world, and God would no longer be independent of creation (see chapter 12,



above, on God’s independence).

One present denomination within Protestantism (broadly defined), the United Pentecostal Church, is
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modalistic in its doctrinal position.
2. Arianism Denies the Full Deity of the Son and the Holy Spirit.

a. The Arian Controversy: The term Arianism is derived from Arius, a Bishop of Alexandria whose
views were condemned at the Council of Nicea in A.D. 325, and who died in A.D. 336. Arius taught
that God the Son was at one point created by God the Father, and that before that time the Son did not
exist, nor did the Holy Spirit, but the Father only. Thus, though the Son is a heavenly being who
existed before the rest of creation and who is far greater than all the rest of creation, he is still not
equal to the Father in all his attributes—he may even be said to be “like the Father” or “similar to the
Father” in his nature, but he cannot be said to be “of the same nature” as the Father.

The Arians depended heavily on texts that called Christ God’s “only begotten” Son (John 1:14; 3:16,
18; 1 John 4:9). If Christ were “begotten” by God the Father, they reasoned, it must mean that he was
brought into existence by God the Father (for the word “beget” in human experience refers to the
father’s role in conceiving a child). Further support for the Arian view was found in Colossians 1:15,
“He 1s the image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation.” Does not “first-born” here
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imply that the Son was at some point brought into existence by the Father? — And if this is true of the
Son, it must necessarily be true of the Holy Spirit as well.

But these texts do not require us to believe the Arian position. Colossians 1:15, which calls Christ
“the first-born of all creation,” is better understood to mean that Christ has the rights or privileges of
the “first-born”—that is, according to biblical usage and custom, the right of leadership or authority
in the family for one’s generation. (Note Heb. 12:16 where Esau is said to have sold his “first-born
status” or “birthright”—the Greek word prototokia is cognate to the term prototokos, “first-born” in
Col. 1:15.) So Colossians 1:15 means that Christ has the privileges of authority and rule, the
privileges belonging to the “first-born,” but with respect to the whole creation. The NIV translates it
helpfully, “the firstborn over all creation.”

As for the texts that say that Christ was God’s “only begotten Son,” the early church felt so strongly
the force of many other texts showing that Christ was fully and completely God, that it concluded that,
whatever “only begotten” meant, it did not mean “created.” Therefore the Nicene Creed in 325
affirmed that Christ was “begotten, not made”:

We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of all things visible and invisible.

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten of the Father, the only-begotten; that

is, of the essence of the Father, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten,
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not made, being of one substance (homoousion) with the Father. . . .

This same phrase was reaffirmed at the Council of Constantinople in 381. In addition, the phrase
“before all ages” was added after “begotten of the Father,” to show that this “begetting” was eternal.



It never began to happen, but is something that has been eternally true of the relationship between the
Father and the Son. However, the nature of that “begetting” has never been defined very clearly, other
than to say that it has to do with the relationship between the Father and the Son, and that in some
sense the Father has eternally had a primacy in that relationship.

In further repudiation of the teaching of Arius, the Nicene Creed insisted that Christ was “of the same
substance as the Father.” The dispute with Arius concerned two words that have become famous in
the history of Christian doctrine, homoousios (“of the same nature) and homoiousios (“of a similar

nature”).% The difference depends on the different meaning of two Greek prefixes, fomo-, meaning
“same,” and homoi-, meaning “similar.” Arius was happy to say that Christ was a supernatural
heavenly being and that he was created by God before the creation of the rest of the universe, and
even that he was “similar” to God in his nature. Thus, Arius would agree to the word homoiousios.
But the Council of Nicea in 325 and the Council of Constantinople in 381 realized that this did not go
far enough, for if Christ is not of exactly the same nature as the Father, then he 1s not fully God. So
both councils insisted that orthodox Christians confess Jesus to be homoousios, of the same nature as
God the Father. The difference between the two words was only one letter, the Greek letter iota, and
some have criticized the church for allowing a doctrinal dispute over a single letter to consume so
much attention for most of the fourth century A.D. Some have wondered, “Could anything be more
foolish than arguing over a single letter in a word?” But the difference between the two words was
profound, and the presence or absence of the iota really did mark the difference between biblical
Christianity, with a true doctrine of the Trinity, and a heresy that did not accept the full deity of Christ
and therefore was nontrinitarian and ultimately destructive to the whole Christian faith.

b. Subordinationism: In affirming that the Son was of the same nature as the Father, the early church
also excluded a related false doctrine, subordinationism. While Arianism held that the Son was
created and was not divine, subordinationism held that the Son was eternal (not created) and divine,
but still not equal to the Father in being or attributes—the Son was inferior or “subordinate” in being

to God the Fathelr.Z The early church father Origen (c. 185—c. A.D. 254) advocated a form of
subordinationism by holding that the Son was inferior to the Father in being, and that the Son eternally
derives his being from the Father. Origen was attempting to protect the distinction of persons and was
writing before the doctrine of the Trinity was clearly formulated in the church. The rest of the church
did not follow him but clearly rejected his teaching at the Council of Nicea.

Although many early church leaders contributed to the gradual formulation of a correct doctrine of the
Trinity, the most influential by far was Athanasius. He was only twenty-nine years old when he came
to the Council of Nicea in A.D. 325, not as an official member but as secretary to Alexander, the
Bishop of Alexandria. Yet his keen mind and writing ability allowed him to have an important
influence on the outcome of the Council, and he himself became Bishop of Alexandria in 328. Though
the Arians had been condemned at Nicea, they refused to stop teaching their views and used their
considerable political power throughout the church to prolong the controversy for most of the rest of
the fourth century. Athanasius became the focal point of Arian attack, and he devoted his entire life to
writing and teaching against the Arian heresy. “He was hounded through five exiles embracing
seventeen years of flight and hiding,” but, by his untiring efforts, “almost single-handedly Athanasius
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saved the Church from pagan intellectualism.” The *“Athanasian Creed” which bears his name is not



today thought to stem from Athanasius himself, but it is a very clear affirmation of trinitarian doctrine
that gained increasing use in the church from about A.D. 400 onward and is still used in Protestant
and Catholic churches today. (See appendix 1.)

c. Adoptionism: Before we leave the discussion of Arianism, one related false teaching needs to be
mentioned. “Adoptionism” is the view that Jesus lived as an ordinary man until his baptism, but then
God “adopted” Jesus as his “Son” and conferred on him supernatural powers. Adoptionists would not
hold that Christ existed before he was born as a man; therefore, they would not think of Christ as
eternal, nor would they think of him as the exalted, supernatural being created by God that the Arians
held him to be. Even after Jesus’ “adoption” as the “Son” of God, they would not think of him as
divine in nature, but only as an exalted man whom God called his “Son” in a unique sense.

Adoptionism never gained the force of a movement in the way Arianism did, but there were people
who held adoptionist views from time to time in the early church, though their views were never
accepted as orthodox. Many modern people who think of Jesus as a great man and someone
especially empowered by God, but not really divine, would fall into the adoptionist category. We
have placed it here in relation to Arianism because it, too, denies the deity of the Son (and, similarly,
the deity of the Holy Spirit).

The controversy over Arianism was drawn to a close by the Council of Constantinople in A.D. 381.
This council reaffirmed the Nicene statements and added a statement on the deity of the Holy Spirit,
which had come under attack in the period since Nicea. After the phrase, “And in the Holy Spirit,”
Constantinople added, “the Lord and Giver of Life; who proceeds from the Father; who with the
Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified; who spake by the Prophets.” The version of
the creed that includes the additions at Constantinople is what is commonly known as the Nicene
Creed today (See p. 1169 for the text of the Nicene Creed.)

d. The Filioque Clause: In connection with the Nicene Creed, one unfortunate chapter in the history
of the church should be briefly noted, namely the controversy over the insertion of the filioque clause
into the Nicene Creed, an insertion that eventually led to the split between western (Roman Catholic)
Christianity and eastern Christianity (consisting today of various branches of eastern orthodox
Christianity, such as the Greek Orthodox Church, the Russian Orthodox Church, etc.) in A.D. 1054.

The word filioque is a Latin term that means “and from the Son.” It was not included in the Nicene
Creed in either the first version of A.D. 325 or the second version of A.D. 381. Those versions
simply said that the Holy Spirit “proceeds from the Father.” But in A.D. 589, at a regional church
council in Toledo (in what is now Spain), the phrase “and the Son” was added, so that the creed then
said that the Holy Spirit “proceeds from the Father and the Son (filioque).” In the light of John 15:26
and 16:7, where Jesus said that he would send the Holy Spirit into the world, it seems there could be
no objection to such a statement if it referred to the Holy Spirit proceeding from the Father and the
Son at a point in time (particularly at Pentecost). But this was a statement about the nature of the
Trinity, and the phrase was understood to speak of the eternal relationship between the Holy Spirit
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and the Son, something Scripture never explicitly discusses. The form of the Nicene Creed that had
this additional phrase gradually gained in general use and received an official endorsement in A.D.
1017. The entire controversy was complicated by ecclesiastical politics and struggles for power, and



this apparently very insignificant doctrinal point was the main doctrinal issue in the split between
eastern and western Christianity in A.D. 1054. (The underlying political issue, however, was the
relation of the Eastern church to the authority of the Pope.) The doctrinal controversy and the split
between the two branches of Christianity have not been resolved to this day.

Is there a correct position on this question? The weight of evidence (slim though it is) seems clearly
to favor the western church. In spite of the fact that John 15:26 says that the Spirit of truth “proceeds
from the Father,” this does not deny that he proceeds also from the Son (just as John 14:26 says that
the Father will send the Holy Spirit, but John 16:7 says that the Son will send the Holy Spirit). In fact,
in the same sentence in John 15:26 Jesus speaks of the Holy Spirit as one “whom I shall send to you
from the Father.” And i1f the Son together with the Father sends the Spirit into the world, by analogy it
would seem appropriate to say that this reflects eternal ordering of their relationships. This 1s not
something that we can clearly insist on based on any specific verse, but much of our understanding of
the eternal relationships among the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit comes by analogy from what
Scripture tells us about the way they relate to the creation in time. Moreover, the eastern formulation
runs the danger of suggesting an unnatural distance between the Son and the Holy Spirit, leading to the
possibility that even in personal worship an emphasis on more mystical, Spirit-inspired experience
might be pursued to the neglect of an accompanying rationally understandable adoration of Christ as
Lord. Nevertheless, the controversy was ultimately over such an obscure point of doctrine
(essentially, the relationship between the Son and Spirit before creation) that it certainly did not
warrant division in the church.

e. The Importance of the Doctrine of the Trinity: Why was the church so concerned about the
doctrine of the Trinity? Is it really essential to hold to the full deity of the Son and the Holy Spirit?
Yes it is, for this teaching has implications for the very heart of the Christian faith. First, the
atonement is at stake. If Jesus is merely a created being, and not fully God, then it is hard to see how
he, a creature, could bear the full wrath of God against all of our sins. Could any creature, no matter
how great, really save us? Second, justification by faith alone is threatened if we deny the full deity ot
the Son. (This is seen today in the teaching of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who do not believe in
justification by faith alone.) If Jesus is not fully God, we would rightly doubt whether we can really
trust him to save us completely. Could we really depend on any creature fully for our salvation?
Third, if Jesus is not infinite God, should we pray to him or worship him? Who but an infinite,
omniscient God could hear and respond to all the prayers of all God’s people? And who but God
himself is worthy of worship? Indeed, if Jesus 1s merely a creature, no matter how great, it would be
idolatry to worship him—yet the New Testament commands us to do so (Phil. 2:9-11; Rev. 5:12-14).
Fourth, if someone teaches that Christ was a created being but nonetheless one who saved us, then this
teaching wrongly begins to attribute credit for salvation to a creature and not to God himself. But this
wrongfully exalts the creature rather than the Creator, something Scripture never allows us to do.
Fifth, the independence and personal nature of God are at stake: If there is no Trinity, then there were
no interpersonal relationships within the being of God before creation, and, without personal
relationships, it is difficult to see how God could be genuinely personal or be without the need for a
creation to relate to. Sixth, the unity of the universe is at stake: If there is not perfect plurality and
perfect unity in God himself, then we have no basis for thinking there can be any ultimate unity among
the diverse elements of the universe either. Clearly, in the doctrine of the Trinity, the heart of the
Christian faith is at stake. Herman Bavinck says that “Athanasius understood better than any of his



contemporaries that Christianity stands or falls with the confession of the deity of Christ and of the
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Trinity.”  He adds, “In the confession of the Trinity throbs the heart of the Christian religion: every
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error results from, or upon deeper reflection may be traced to, a wrong view of this doctrine.”

3. Tritheism Denies That There Is Only One God. A final possible way to attempt an easy
reconciliation of the biblical teaching about the Trinity would be to deny that there is only one God.
The result is to say that God 1s three persons and each person is fully God. Therefore, there are three
Gods. Technically this view would be called “tritheism.”

Few persons have held this view in the history of the church. It has similarities to many ancient pagan
religions that held to a multiplicity of gods. This view would result in confusion in the minds of
believers. There would be no absolute worship or loyalty or devotion to one true God. We would
wonder to which God we should give our ultimate allegiance. And, at a deeper level, this view
would destroy any sense of ultimate unity in the universe: even in the very being of God there would
be plurality but no unity.

Although no modern groups advocate tritheism, perhaps many evangelicals today unintentionally tend
toward tritheistic views of the Trinity, recognizing the distinct personhood of the Father, the Son, and
the Holy Spirit, but seldom being aware of the unity of God as one undivided being.

D. What Are the Distinctions Between the Father, the Son, and the Holy S pirit?

After completing this survey of errors concerning the Trinity, we may now go on to ask if anything
more can be said about the distinctions between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. If we say that each
member of the Trinity is fully God, and that each person fully shares in all the attributes of God, then
is there any difference at all among the persons? We cannot say, for example, that the Father 1s more
powerful or wiser than the Son, or that the Father and Son are wiser than the Holy Spirit, or that the
Father existed before the Son and Holy Spirit existed, for to say anything like that would be to deny
the full deity of all three members of the Trinity. But what then are the distinctions between the
persons?

1. The Persons of the Trinity Have Different Primary Functions in Relating to the World. When
Scripture discusses the way in which God relates to the world, both in creation and in redemption, the
persons of the Trinity are said to have different functions or primary activities. Sometimes this has
been called the “economy of the Trinity,” using economy in an old sense meaning “ordering of
activities.” (In this sense, people used to speak of the “economy of a household” or “home
economics,” meaning not just the financial affairs of a household, but all of the “ordering of
activities” within the household.) The “economy of the Trinity” means the different ways the three
persons act as they relate to the world and (as we shall see in the next section) to each other for all
eternity.

We see these different functions in the work of creation. God the Father spoke the creative words to
bring the universe into being. But it was God the Son, the eternal Word of God, who carried out these
creative decrees. “All things were made through him, and without him was not anything made that
was made” (John 1:3). Moreover, “in him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and



invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or authorities—all things were created
through him and for him” (Col. 1:16; see also Ps. 33:6, 9; 1 Cor. 8:6; Heb. 1:2). The Holy Spirit was
active as well in a different way, in “moving” or “hovering” over the face of the waters (Gen. 1:2),
apparently sustaining and manifesting God’s immediate presence in his creation (cf. Ps. 33:6, where
“breath” should perhaps be translated “Spirit”; see also Ps. 139:7).

In the work of redemption there are also distinct functions. God the Father planned redemption and
sent his Son into the world (John 3:16; Gal. 4:4; Eph. 1:9-10). The Son obeyed the Father and
accomplished redemption for us (John 6:38; Heb. 10:5-7; et al.). God the Father did not come and
die for our sins, nor did God the Holy Spirit. That was the particular work of the Son. Then, after
Jesus ascended back into heaven, the Holy Spirit was sent by the Father and the Son to apply
redemption to us. Jesus speaks of “the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name” (John
14:26), but also says that he himself will send the Holy Spirit, for he says, “If I go, I will send him to
you” (John 16:7), and he speaks of a time “when the Counselor comes, whom I shall send to you from
the Father, even the Spirit of truth” (John 15:26). It is especially the role of the Holy Spirit to give us
regeneration or new spiritual life (John 3:5-8), to sanctify us (Rom. 8:13; 15:16; 1 Peter 1:2), and to
empower us for service (Acts 1:8; 1 Cor. 12:7-11). In general, the work of the Holy Spirit seems to
be to bring to completion the work that has been planned by God the Father and begun by God the
Son. (See chapter 30, on the work of the Holy Spirit.)

So we may say that the role of the Father in creation and redemption has been to plan and direct and
send the Son and Holy Spirit. This is not surprising, for it shows that the Father and the Son relate to
one another as a father and son relate to one another in a human family: the father directs and has
authority over the son, and the son obeys and is responsive to the directions of the father. The Holy
Spirit is obedient to the directives of both the Father and the Son.

Thus, while the persons of the Trinity are equal in all their attributes, they nonetheless differ in their
relationships to the creation. The Son and Holy Spirit are equal in deity to God the Father, but they
are subordinate in their roles.

Moreover, these differences in role are not temporary but will last forever: Paul tells us that even
after the final judgment, when the “last enemy,” that is, death, is destroyed and when all things are put
under Christ’s feet, “then the Son himself will also be subjected to him who put all things under him,
that God may be everything to every one” (1 Cor. 15:28).

2. The Persons of the Trinity Eternally Existed as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. But why do the
persons of the Trinity take these different roles in relating to creation? Was it accidental or arbitrary?
Could God the Father have come instead of God the Son to die for our sins? Could the Holy Spirit
have sent God the Father to die for our sins, and then sent God the Son to apply redemption to us?

No, it does not seem that these things could have happened, for the role of commanding, directing, and
sending is appropriate to the position of the Father, after whom all human fatherhood is patterned
(Eph. 3:14-15). And the role of obeying, going as the Father sends, and revealing God to us is
appropriate to the role of the Son, who is also called the Word of God (cf. John 1:1-5, 14, 18; 17:4;
Phil. 2:5-11). These roles could not have been reversed or the Father would have ceased to be the
Father and the Son would have ceased to be the Son. And by analogy from that relationship, we may



conclude that the role of the Holy Spirit is similarly one that was appropriate to the relationship he
had with the Father and the Son before the world was created.

Second, before the Son came to earth, and even before the world was created, for all eternity the
Father has been the Father, the Son has been the Son, and the Holy Spirit has been the Holy Spirit.
These relationships are eternal, not something that occurred only in time. We may conclude this first
from the unchangeableness of God (see chapter 11): if God now exists as Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit, then he has always existed as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We may also conclude that the
relationships are eternal from other verses in Scripture that speak of the relationships the members of
the Trinity had to one another before the creation of the world. For instance, when Scripture speaks of
God’s work of election (see chapter 32) before the creation of the world, it speaks of the Father
choosing us “in” the Son: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ . . . he chose us in
him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him” (Eph.
1:3—4). The initiatory act of choosing is attributed to God the Father, who regards us as united to
Christ or “in Christ” before we ever existed. Similarly, of God the Father, it is said that “those whom
he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son” (Rom. 8:29). We also read
of the “foreknowledge of God the Father” in distinction from particular functions of the other two

members of the Trinity (1 Peter 1:2 NASB; cf. 1:20).2 Even the fact that the Father “gave his only
Son” (John 3:16) and “sent the Son into the world” (John 3:17) indicate that there was a Father-Son
relationship before Christ came into the world. The Son did not become the Son when the Father sent
him into the world. Rather, the great love of God is shown in the fact that the one who was always
Father gave the one who was always his only Son: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only
Son . ..” (John 3:16). “But when the time had fully come, God sent forth his Son” (Gal. 4:4).

When Scripture speaks of creation, once again it speaks of the Father creating through the Son,
indicating a relationship prior to when creation began (see John 1:3; 1 Cor. 8:6; Heb. 1:2; also Prov.
8:22-31). But nowhere does it say that the Son or Holy Spirit created through the Father. These
passages again imply that there was a relationship of Father (as originator) and Son (as active agent)
before creation, and that this relationship made it appropriate for the different persons of the Trinity
to fulfill the roles they actually did fulfill.

Therefore, the different functions that we see the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit performing are simply
outworkings of an eternal relationship between the three persons, one that has always existed and will
exist for eternity. God has always existed as three distinct persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
These distinctions are essential to the very nature of God himself, and they could not be otherwise.

Finally, it may be said that there are no differences in deity, attributes, or essential nature between the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Each person is fully God and has all the attributes of God. The only
distinctions between the members of the Trinity are in the ways they relate to each other and to the
rest of creation. In those relationships they carry out roles that are appropriate to each person.

This truth about the Trinity has sometimes been summarized in the phrase “ontological equality but

economic subordination,” where the word ontological means “being.”  Another way of expressing
this more simply would be to say “equal in being but subordinate in role.” Both parts of this phrase
are necessary to a true doctrine of the Trinity: If we do not have ontological equality, not all the



persons are fully God. But if we do not have economic subordination,ﬂ then there is no inherent
difference in the way the three persons relate to one another, and consequently we do not have the
three distinct persons existing as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit for all eternity. For example, if the Son
is not eternally subordinate to the Father in role, then the Father is not eternally “Father” and the Son
is not eternally “Son.” This would mean that the Trinity has not eternally existed.

This is why the 1dea of eternal equality in being but subordination in role has been essential to the
church’s doctrine of the Trinity since it was first affirmed in the Nicene Creed, which said that the
Son was “begotten of the Father before all ages” and that the Holy Spirit “proceeds from the Father
and the Son.” Surprisingly, some recent evangelical writings have denied an eternal subordination in
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role among the members of the Trinity, but it has clearly been part of the church’s doctrine of the
Trinity (in Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox expressions), at least since Nicea (A.D. 325). So
Charles Hodge says:

The Nicene doctrine includes, (1) the principle of the subordination of the Son to the
Father, and of the Spirit to the Father and the Son. But this subordination does not imply
inferiority. . . . The subordination intended is only that which concerns the mode of
subsistence and operation. . . .

The creeds are nothing more than a well-ordered arrangement of the facts of Scripture
which concern the doctrine of the Trinity. They assert the distinct personality of the Father,
Son, and Spirit . . . and their consequent perfect equality; and the subordination of the Son
to the Father, and of the Spirit to the Father and the Son, as to the mode of subsistence and

operation. These are scriptural facts, to which the creeds in question add nothing; and it is
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in this sense they have been accepted by the Church universal.

Similarly, A. H. Strong says:

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, while equal in essence and dignity, stand to each other in an
order of personality, office, and operation. . . .

The subordination of the person of the Son to the person of the Father, or in other words an
order of personality, office, and operation which permits the Father to be officially first, the
Son second, and the Spirit third, is perfectly consistent with equality. Priority is not
necessarily superiority. . . . We frankly recognize an eternal subordination of Christ to

the Father, but we maintain at the same time that this subordination 1s a subordination of
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order, office, and operation, not a subordination of essence.

3. What Is the Relationship Between the Three Persons and the Being of God? After the
preceding discussion, the question that remains unresolved is, What is the difference between
“person” and “being” in this discussion? How can we say that God is one undivided being, yet that in
this one being there are three persons?

First, it is important to affirm that each person is completely and fully God; that is, that each person



has the whole fullness of God’s being in himself. The Son is not partly God or just one-third of God,
but the Son is wholly and fully God, and so is the Father and the Holy Spirit. Thus, it would not be
right to think of the Trinity according to figure 14.1, with each person representing only one-third of
God’s being.

Rather, we must say that the person of the Father possesses the whole being of God in himself.
Similarly, the Son possesses the whole being of God in himself, and the Holy Spirit possesses the
whole being of God in himself. When we speak of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit together we are
not speaking of any greater being than when we speak of the Father alone, or the Son alone, or the
Holy Spirit alone. The Father is al/ of God’s being. The Son also is all of God’s being. And the Holy
Spirit is all of God’s being.

GOD’S BEING IS NOT DIVIDED INTO THREE EQUAL PARTS BELONGING TO THE THREE MEMBERS OF THE TRINITY
Figure 14.1

This is what the Athanasian Creed affirmed in the following sentences:

And the Catholic Faith is this: That we worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity;
Neither confounding the Persons: nor dividing the Substance [Essence]. For there is one
Person of the Father: another of the Son: and another of the Holy Spirit. But the Godhead of
the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, is all one: the Glory equal, the Majesty
coeternal. Such as the Father is: such is the Son: and such is the Holy Spirit. . . . For like as
we are compelled by the Christian verity: to acknowledge every Person by himself to be
God and Lord: So are we forbidden by the Catholic Religion: to say, There be [are] three
Gods, or three Lords.

But if each person is fully God and has all of God’s being, then we also should not think that the
personal distinctions are any kind of additional attributes added on to the being of God, something
after the pattern of figure 14.2.
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THE PERSONAL DISTINCTIONS IN THE TRINITY ARE NOT SOMETHING ADDED ONTO GOD’S REAL BEING
Figure 14.2

Rather, each person of the Trinity has all of the attributes of God, and no one person has any attributes
that are not possessed by the others.

On the other hand, we must say that the persons are real, that they are not just different ways of
looking at the one being of God. (This would be modalism or Sabellianism, as discussed above.) So
figure 14.3 would not be appropriate.

Rather, we need to think of the Trinity in such a way that the reality of the three persons is maintained,
and each person is seen as relating to the others as an “I”” (a first person) and a “you” (a second
person) and a “he” (a third person).

The only way it seems possible to do this is to say that the distinction between the persons is not a
difference in “being” but a difference in “relationships.” This is something far removed from our
human experience, where every different human “person” is a different being as well. Somehow
God’s being is so much greater than ours that within his one undivided being there can be an
unfolding into interpersonal relationships, so that there can be three distinct persons.
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THE PERSONS OF THE TRINITY ARE NOT JUST THREE DIFFERENT WAYS OF LOOKING AT THE ONE BEING OF GOD
Figure 14.3

What then are the differences between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit? There 1s no difference in
attributes at all. The only difference between them is the way they relate to each other and to the



creation. The unique quality of the Father is the way he relates as Father to the Son and Holy Spirit.

The unique quality of the Son is the way he relates as Son. And the unique quality of the Holy Spirit

is the way he relates as Spirit.

While the three diagrams given above represented erroneous ideas to be avoided, the following
diagram may be helpful in thinking about the existence of three persons in the one undivided being of
God.

In this diagram, the Father 1s represented as the section of the circle designated by F, and also the rest
of the circle, moving around clockwise from the letter F; the Son is represented as the section of the
circle designated by S, and also the rest of the circle, moving around clockwise from the letter S; and
the Holy Spirit is represented as the section of the circle marked HS and also the rest of the circle,
moving around clockwise from the HS. Thus, there are three distinct persons, but each person is fully
and wholly God. Of course the representation is imperfect, for it cannot represent God’s infinity, or
personality, or indeed any of his attributes. It also requires looking at the circle in more than one way
in order to understand it: the dotted lines must be understood to indicate personal relationship, not any
division in the one being of God. Thus, the circle itself represents God’s being while the dotted lines
represent a form of personal existence other than a difference in being. But the diagram may
nonetheless help guard against some misunderstanding,

THERE ARE THREE DISTINCT PERSONS, AND THE BEING OF EACH PERSON IS EQUAL TO THE WHOLE BEING OF GOD
Figure 14.4

Our own human personalities provide another faint analogy that can provide some help in thinking
about the Trinity. A man can think about different objects outside of himself, and when he does this he
is the subject who does the thinking. He can also think about himself, and then he is the object who is
being thought about: then he is both subject and object. Moreover, he can reflect on his ideas about
himself as a third thing, neither subject nor object, but thoughts that he as a subject has about himself
as an object. When this happens, the subject, object, and thoughts are three distinct things. Yet each

thing in a way includes his whole being: All of the man is the subject, and all of the man is the object,
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and the thoughts (though in a lesser sense) are thoughts about all of himself as a person.

But if the unfolding of human personality allows this kind of complexity, then the unfolding of God’s
personality must allow for far greater complexity than this. Within the one being of God the
“unfolding” of personality must allow for the existence of three distinct persons, while each person



still has the whole of God’s being in himself. The difference in persons must be one of relationship,
not one of being, and yet each person must really exist. This tri-personal form of being is far beyond
our ability to comprehend. /¢ is a kind of existence far different from anything we have experienced,
and far different from anything else in the universe.

Because the existence of three persons in one God is something beyond our understanding, Christian
theology has come to use the word person to speak of these differences in relationship, not because
we fully understand what is meant by the word person when referring to the Trinity, but rather so that
we might say something instead of saying nothing at all.

4. Can We Understand the Doctrine of the Trinity? We should be warned by the errors that have
been made in the past. They have all come about through attempts to simplify the doctrine of the
Trinity and make it completely understandable, removing all mystery from it. This we can never do.
However, it is not correct to say that we cannot understand the doctrine of the Trinity at all. Certainly
we can understand and know that God is three persons, and that each person is fully God, and that
there is one God. We can know these things because the Bible teaches them. Moreover, we can know
some things about the way in which the persons relate to each other (see the section above). But what
we cannot understand fully is how to fit together those distinct biblical teachings. We wonder how
there can be three distinct persons, and each person have the whole being of God in himself, and yet
God is only one undivided being. This we are unable to understand. In fact, it is spiritually healthy for
us to acknowledge openly that God’s very being is far greater than we can ever comprehend. This
humbles us before God and draws us to worship him without reservation.

But it should also be said that Scripture does not ask us to believe in a contradiction. A contradiction
would be “There 1s one God and there is not one God,” or “God is three persons and God is not three
persons,” or even (which is similar to the previous statement) “God is three persons and God is one
person.” But to say that “God is three persons and there is one God” is not a contradiction. It is
something we do not understand, and it is therefore a mystery or a paradox, but that should not trouble
us as long as the different aspects of the mystery are clearly taught by Scripture, for as long as we are
finite creatures and not omniscient deity, there will always (for all eternity) be things that we do not
fully understand. Louis Berkhof wisely says:

The Trinity 1s a mystery . . . man cannot comprehend it and make it intelligible. It is
intelligible in some of its relations and modes of manifestation, but unintelligible in its
essential nature. . . . The real difficulty lies in the relation in which the persons in the
Godhead stand to the divine essence and to one another; and this 1s a difficulty which the
Church cannot remove, but only try to reduce to its proper proportion by a proper definition
of terms. It has never tried to explain the mystery of the Trinity but only sought to formulate
the doctrine of the Trinity in such a manner that the errors which endangered it were

warded off.@

Berkhof also says, “It is especially when we reflect on the relation of the three persons to the divine
essence that all analogies fail us and we become deeply conscious of the fact that the Trinity is a
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mystery far beyond our comprehension. It is the incomprehensible glory of the Godhead.”



E. Application

Because God in himself has both unity and diversity, it is not surprising that unity and diversity are
also reflected in the human relationships he has established. We see this first in marriage. When God
created man in his own image, he did not create merely isolated individuals, but Scripture tells us,
“male and female he created them” (Gen. 1:27). And in the unity of marriage (see Gen. 2:24) we see,
not a triunity as with God, but at least a remarkable unity of two persons, persons who remain distinct
individuals yet also become one in body, mind, and spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 6:16-20; Eph. 5:31). In fact, in
the relationship between man and woman in marriage we see also a picture of the relationship
between the Father and Son in the Trinity. Paul says, “But [ want you to understand that the head of
every man is Christ, the head of a woman 1s her husband, and the head of Christ is God” (1 Cor.
11:3). Here, just as the Father has authority over the Son in the Trinity, so the husband has authority
over the wife in marriage. The husband’s role is parallel to that of God the Father and the wife’s role
is parallel to that of God the Son. Moreover, just as Father and Son are equal in deity and importance
and personhood, so the husband and wife are equal in humanity and importance and personhood. And,
although it is not explicitly mentioned in Scripture, the gift of children within marriage, coming from
both the father and the mother, and subject to the authority of both father and mother, is analogous to
the relationship of the Holy Spirit to the Father and Son in the Trinity.

But the human family is not the only way in which God has ordained that there would be both
diversity and unity in the world that reflect something of his own excellence. In the church we have
“many members” yet “one body” (1 Cor. 12:12). Paul reflects on the great diversity among members
of the human body (1 Cor. 12:14-26) and says that the church is like that: We have many different
members in our churches with different gifts and interests, and we depend on and help each other,
thereby demonstrating great diversity and great unity at the same time. When we see different people
doing many different things in the life of a church we ought to thank God that this allows us to glorify
him by reflecting something of the unity and diversity of the Trinity.

We should also notice that God’s purpose in the history of the universe has frequently been to display
unity in diversity, and thus to display his glory. We see this not only in the diversity of gifts in the
church (1 Cor. 12:12-26), but also in the unity of Jews and Gentiles, so that all races, diverse as they
are, are united in Christ (Eph. 2:16; 3:8—10; see also Rev. 7:9). Paul is amazed that God’s plans for
the history of redemption have been like a great symphony so that his wisdom is beyond finding out
(Rom. 11:33-36). Even in the mysterious unity between Christ and the church, in which we are called
the bride of Christ (Eph. 5:31-32), we see unity beyond what we ever would have imagined, unity
with the Son of God himself. Yet in all this we never lose our individual identity but remain distinct
persons always able to worship and serve God as unique individuals.

Eventually the entire universe will partake of this unity of purpose with every diverse part
contributing to the worship of God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, for one day, at the name of Jesus
every knee will bow “in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus
Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:10-11).

On a more everyday level, there are many activities that we carry out as human beings (in the labor
force, in social organizations, in musical performances, and in athletic teams, for example) in which
many distinct individuals contribute to a unity of purpose or activity. As we see in these activities a



reflection of the wisdom of God in allowing us both unity and diversity, we can see a faint reflection
of the glory of God in his trinitarian existence. Though we will never fully comprehend the mystery of
the Trinity, we can worship God for who he is both in our songs of praise, and in our words and
actions as they reflect something of his excellent character.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION

1. Why is God pleased when people exhibit faithfulness, love, and harmony within a family? What
are some ways in which members of your family reflect the diversity found in the members of the
Trinity? How does your family reflect the unity found among members of the Trinity? What are
some ways in which your family relationships could reflect the unity of the Trinity more fully?
How might the diversity of persons in the Trinity encourage parents to allow their children to
develop different interests from each other, and from their parents, without thinking that the unity
of the family will be damaged?

2. Have you ever thought that if your church allows new or different kinds of ministries to develop,
that it might hinder the unity of the church? Or have you thought that encouraging people to use
other gifts for ministry than those that have been used in the past might be divisive in the church?
How might the fact of unity and diversity in the Trinity help you to approach those questions?

3. Do you think that the trinitarian nature of God is more fully reflected in a church in which all the
members have the same racial background, or one in which the members come from many
different races (see Eph. 3:1-10)?

4. In addition to our relationships within our families, we all exist in other relationships to human
authority in government, in employment, in voluntary societies, in educational institutions, and in
athletics, for example. Sometimes we have authority over others, and sometimes we are subject
to the authority of others. Whether in the family or one of these other areas, give one example of
a way in which your use of authority or your response to authority might become more like the
pattern of relationships in the Trinity.

5. If we see the trinitarian existence of God as the fundamental basis for all combinations of unity
and diversity in the universe, then what are some other parts of creation that show both unity and
diversity (for example: the interdependency of environmental systems on the earth, or the
fascinating activity of bees in a hive, or the harmonious working of the various parts of the
human body)? Do you think God has made us so that we take spontaneous delight in
demonstrations of unity in diversity, such as a musical composition that manifests great unity and
yet great diversity of various parts at the same time, or in the skillful execution of some planned
strategy by members of an athletic team working together?

6. In the being of God we have infinite unity combined with the preservation of distinct
personalities belonging to the members of the Trinity. How can this fact reassure us if we ever
begin to fear that becoming more united to Christ as we grow in the Christian life (or becoming
more united to one another in the church) might tend to obliterate our individual personalities? In
heaven, do you think you will be exactly like everyone else, or will you have a personality that
1s distinctly your own? How do eastern religions (such as Buddhism) differ from Christianity in
this regard?

SPECIAL TERMS

adoptionism modalism



Arianism modalistic monarchianism

economic subordination only-begotten

eternal begetting of the Son ontological equality

eternal generation of the Son Sabellianism

filioque subordinationism

homoiousios Trinity

homoousios tritheism
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SCRIPTURE MEMORY PASSAGE

Matthew 3:16—17: And when Jesus was baptized, he went up immediately from the water, and
behold, the heavens were opened and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove, and
alighting on him; and lo, a voice from heaven, saying, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am
well pleased.”

HYMN
“Holy, Holy, Holy”

Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty!
Early in the morning our song shall rise to thee;
Holy, holy, holy! Merciful and mighty!
God in three persons, blessed Trinity!
Holy, holy, holy! All the saints adore thee,
Casting down their golden crowns around the glassy sea;
Cherubim and seraphim falling down before thee,
Who wert, and art, and evermore shalt be.
Holy, holy, holy! Though the darkness hide thee,
Though the eye of sinful man thy glory may not see,
Only thou art holy; there is none beside thee
Perfect in pow’r, in love, and purity.
Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty!
All thy works shall praise thy name, in earth and sky and sea;
Holy, holy, holy! Merciful and mighty!

God in three persons, blessed Trinity!

AUTHOR: REGINALD HEBER, 1826



NOTES

1Both Alexander the Great (in 152 B.C.) and King Demetrius (about 145 B.C.) refer to themselves in this way, for example, in the Septuagint text of 1 Macc. 10:19 and
11:31, but this is in Greek, not Hebrew, and it is written long after Genesis 1.

2See E. Kautzsch, ed., Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, 2d ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1910), Section 124g, n. 2, with reference to the suggestion of a plural of majesty:
“The plural used by God in Genesis 1:26, 11:7, Isaiah 6:8 has been incorrectly explained in this way.” They understand Gen. 1:26 as “a plural of self-deliberation.”
My own extensive search of subsequent Jewish interpretation in the Babylonian Talmud, the targumim and the midrashim showed only that later Rabbinic interpreters
were unable to reach agreement on any satisfactory interpretation of this passage, although the “plural of majesty” and “God speaking to angels” interpretations were
commonly suggested.

3The plural ‘We’ was regarded by the fathers and earlier theologians almost unanimously as indicative of the Trinity” [Keil and Delitzsch, Old Testament
Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Associated Publishers and Authors, n.d.], 1:48, with objections to other positions and an affirmation that Gen. 1:26 contains “the truth
that lies at the foundation of the Trinitarian view”).

4The RSV translates Ps. 45:6, “Your divine throne endures forever and ever,” but this is a highly unlikely translation because it requires understanding the Hebrew
noun for “throne” in construct state, something extremely unusual when a noun has a pronominal suffix, as this one does. The RSV translation would only be adopted
because of a theological assumption (that an Old Testament psalmist could not predict a fully divine messianic king), but not on the grounds of language or grammar.
The KJV, NIV, and NASB all take the verse in its plain, straightforward sense, as do the ancient translations and Heb. 1:8. Derek Kidner, Psalms 1-72, TOTC
(London: Inter-Varsity Press, 1973), p. 172, says this verse is “an example of Old Testament language bursting its banks, to demand a more than human fulfillment,”
and “this paradox is consistent with the Incarnation, but mystifying in any other context.”

Though some ancient kings, such as the Egyptian pharaohs, were sometimes addressed as “gods,” this was part of the falsehood connected with pagan idolatry, and it
should not be confused with Ps. 45, which is part of Scripture and therefore true.

The suggested translation of Heb. 1:8 in the RSV margin, “God is your throne forever and ever,” while possible grammatically, is completely inconsistent with the
thinking of both Old and New Testaments: the mighty God who created everything and rules supreme over the universe would never be merely a “throne” for someone
else. The thought itself is dishonoring to God, and it should certainly not be considered as a possibly appropriate translation.

3This RSV translation of Isa. 48:16 accurately reproduces both the literal sense of the Hebrew words and the word order in the Hebrew text.

SThe NIV translation, “with his Spirit,” is not required by the Hebrew text and tends to obscure the parallel thoughts of the Lord sending “me” and “his Spirit.” The
word with in the NIV is the translators’ interpretation of the Hebrew conjunction w® which most commonly means simply “and.” The common Hebrew word for
“with” ("im) is not in the text.

IIn response to these arguments, one could argue that there are similarly detailed personifications of wisdom in Prov. 8:1-12 and 9:1-6, and of foolishness in Prov.
9:13-18, and no interpreter understands these to be actual persons. Therefore, Prov. 8:22—-31 does not represent an actual person either. This argument seems
convincing to me, but I have included the following paragraph because Prov. 8:22-31 has a long history of interpreters who think it refers to God the Son.

8The confusion surrounding the translation of the verse seems to have been caused by the unusual translation of the Septuagint, which used ktiz (“create”) rather than
the usual translation ktaomai (“acquire, take possession of”’) to translate the Hebrew term at this verse. Qandah occurs eighty -four times in the Hebrew Old Testament
and is translated more than seventy times by ktaomai, but only three times by ktizo (Gen. 14:19; Prov. 8:22; Jer. 39(32):15), all of which are questionable translations.
The other Greek translations of the Old Testament by Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotian all have ktaomai at Prov. 8:22.

2The following section on the distinct personality of the Holy Spirit follows quite closely the excellent material in Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, p. 96.

LGrammatically both “the Spirit” (fo pneuma) and “the Lord” (ho kyrios) are in the nominative case, which is the case taken both by the subject and by the predicate
noun in a sentence with the verb “to be.” And word order does not indicate the subject in Greek as it does in English. The definite article (%o, “the”) before “Lord” here
is probably anaphoric (that is, it refers back to the previous mention of “Lord” in v. 16 and says that the Spirit is “the Lord” who was just mentioned in the previous
sentence). (See Murray Harris, “2 Corinthians,” in EBC 10:338-39.)

L Another possible interpretation is to say that this is speaking of the function of Christ and the function of the Holy Spirit as so closely related in the New Testament
age that they can be spoken of as one in purpose. The verse would then mean something like “The Lord Jesus is in this age seen and known through the activity of the
Holy Spirit, for the Holy Spirit’s function is to glorify Christ.” But this is a less persuasive interpretation, since it seems unlikely that Paul would speak of an identity
of function in such an obscure way, or even that Paul would want to say that the work of Christ and the work of the Spirit are identical.

LThis rule (called “Colwell’s rule”) is covered as early as chapter 6 of a standard introductory Greek grammar: See John Wenham, The Elements of New Testament
Greek (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), p. 35; also, BDF, 273. The rule is simply that in sentences with the linking verb “to be” (such as Gk. eimi), a
definite predicate noun will usually drop the definite article when it precedes the verb, but the subject of the sentence, if definite, will retain the definite article. So if
John had wanted to say, “The Word was God,” John 1:1 is exactly the way he would have said it. (Recent grammatical study has confirmed and even strengthened
Colwell’s original rule: see Lane C. M cGaughy, Toward a Descriptive Analysis of EINAI as a Linking Verb in the New Testament [SBLDS 6; Missoula, Mont.: SBL,
1972], esp. pp. 49-53, 73—77; and the important review of this book by E. V. N. Goetchius in JBL 95 [1976]: 147—49.)

Of course, if John had wanted to say, “The Word was a god” (with an indefinite predicate, “a god”), it would also have been written this way, since there would have
been no definite article to drop in the first place. But if that were the case, there would have to be some clues in the context that John was using the word theos to
speak of a heavenly being that was not fully divine. So the question becomes, what kind of God (or “god”) is John talking about in this context? Is he speaking of the
one true God who created the heavens and the earth? In that case, theos was definite and dropped the definite article to show that it was the predicate. Or is he
speaking about some other kind of heavenly being (“a god”) who is not the one true God? In that case, theos was indefinite and never had a definite article in the first
place.



The context decides this question clearly. From the other uses of the word #heos to mean “God” in vv. 1, 2, 6, 12, 13, et al., and from the opening words that recall
Gen. 1:1 (“In the beginning”), it is clear that John is speaking of the one true God who created the heavens and the earth. That means that theos in v. 2 must be
understood to refer to that same God as well.

LThe argument is found in a detailed, rather extensive attack on the doctrine of the Trinity: Should You Believe in the Trinity? (no author named; Brooklyn, N.Y.:
Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, 1989). This group apparently deems this booklet a significant statement of their position, for page 2 states, “First printing in
English: 5,000,000 copies.” The booklet first advances the traditional argument that John 1:1 should be translated “a god” because of the absence on the definite article
(p. 27). But then it later acknowledges that Colwell’s rule is relevant for John 1:1 (p. 28) and there admits that the context, not the absence of the definite article,
determines whether we should translate “the Word was God” (definite) or “the Word was a god” (indefinite). Then it argues as follows: “. . . when the context requires
it, translators may insert an indefinite article in front of the noun in this type of sentence structure. Does the context require an indefinite article at John 1:1? Yes, for
the testimony of the entire Bible is that Jesus is not Almighty God” (p. 28).

We should note carefully the weakness of this argument: They admit that context is decisive, but then they quote not one shred of evidence from the context of John
1:1. Rather, they simply assert again their conclusion about “the entire Bible.” If they agree that this context is decisive, but they can find nothing in this context that
supports their view, they have simply lost the argument. Therefore, having acknowledged Colwell’s rule, they still hold their view on John 1:1, but with no supporting
evidence. To hold a view with no evidence to support it is simply irrationality.

The booklet as a whole will give an appearance of scholarly work to laypersons, since it quotes dozens of theologians and academic reference works (always without
adequate documentation). However, many quotations are taken out of context and made to say something the authors never intended, and others are from liberal
Catholic or Protestant scholars who themselves are questioning both the doctrine of the Trinity and the truthfulness of the Bible.

LThe Jehovah’s Witnesses’ booklet Should You Believe in the Trinity? offers two explanations for John 20:28: (1) “To Thomas, Jesus was like ‘a god,” especially in
the miraculous circumstances that prompted his exclamation” (p. 29). But this explanation is unconvincing, because Thomas did not say, “You are like a god,” but
rather called Jesus “my God.” The Greek text has the definite article (it cannot be translated “a god”) and is explicit: 4o theos mou is not “a god of mine” but “my
God.”

(2) The second explanation offered is that “Thomas may simply have made an emotional exclamation of astonishment, spoken to Jesus but directed to God” (ibid.).
The second part of this sentence, “spoken to Jesus but directed to God,” is simply incoherent: it seems to mean, “spoken to Jesus but not spoken to Jesus,” which is
not only self-contradictory, but also impossible: if Thomas is speaking to Jesus he is also directing his words to Jesus. The first part of this sentence, the claim that
Thomas is really not calling Jesus “God,” but is merely swearing or uttering some involuntary words of exclamation, is without merit, for the verse makes it clear that
Thomas was not speaking into the blue but was speaking directly to Jesus: “Thomas answered and said fo Him, ‘My Lord and my God!” ” (John 20:28, NASB). And
immediately both Jesus and John in his writing commend Thomas, certainly not for swearing but for believing in Jesus as his Lord and his God.

LBoth Titus 2:13 and 2 Peter 1:1 have marginal readings in the RSV whereby Jesus is referred to as a different person than “God” and therefore is not called God: “the
great God and our Savior Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13 mg.) and “our God and the Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 1:1 mg,). These alternative translations are possible
grammatically but are unlikely. Both verses have the same Greek construction, in which one definite article governs two nouns joined by the Greek word for and (kai).
In all cases where this construction is found the two nouns are viewed as unified in some way, and often they are two separate names for the same person or thing.
Especially significant is 2 Peter 1:1, for exactly the same construction is used by Peter three other times in this book to speak of “Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (1
Peter 1:11; 2:20; 3:18). In these three other verses, the Greek wording is exactly the same in every detail except that the word Lord (kyrios) is used instead of the word
God (theos). If these other three instances are all translated “Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ,” as they are in all major translations, then consistency in translation
would seem to require the translation of 2 Peter 1:1 as “Our God and Savior Jesus Christ,” again referring to Christ as God. In Titus 2:13 Paul is writing about the hope
of Christ’s second coming, which the New Testament writers consistently speak of in terms that emphasize the manifestation of Jesus Christ in his glory, not in terms
that emphasize the glory of the Father.

1The marginal reading in the NIV is similar to the reading in the main text of the RSV, which is, “and of their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ. God who is over
all be blessed for ever. Amen” (Rom. 9:5 RSV). But this translation is far less likely on grammatical and contextual grounds and is justified primarily by arguing that
Paul would not have referred to Christ as “God.” The NIV translation, which refers to Christ as “God over all,” is preferable because (1) Paul’s normal pattern is to
declare a word of blessing concerning the person about whom he has just been speaking, who in this case is Christ; (2) the Greek participle on, “being,” which makes
the phrase say literally, “who, being God over all is blessed forever,” would be redundant if Paul were starting a new sentence as the RSV has it; (3) when Paul
elsewhere begins a new sentence with a word of blessing to God, the word “blessed” comes first in the Greek sentence (see 2 Cor. 1:3; Eph. 1:3; cf. Peter’s pattern in 1
Peter 1:3), but here the expression does not follow that pattern, making the RSV translation unlikely. See Donald Guthrie, New Testament Theology (Leicester: Inter-
Varsity Press, 1981), pp. 339-40. For a definitive treatment of all the New Testament texts that refer to Jesus as “God,” see M urray Harris, Jesus as God (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1992).

71 Tim. 5:21 should not be seen as a counter example to this claim, for there Paul is simply warning Timothy in the presence of a host of heavenly witnesses, both
divine and angelic, who he knows are watching Timothy’s conduct. This is similar to the mention of God and Christ and the angels of heaven and the “spirits of just
men made perfect” in Heb. 12:22-24, where a great heavenly assembly is mentioned. 1 Tim. 5:21 should therefore be seen as significantly different from the trinitarian
passages mentioned above, since those passages speak of uniquely divine activities, such as distributing gifts to every Christian (1 Cor. 12:4—6) or having the name into
which all believers are baptized (M att. 28:19).

18] Cor. 8:6 does not deny that God the Son and God the Holy Spirit are also “God,” but here Paul says that God the Father is identified as this “one God.”
Elsewhere, as we have seen, he can speak of God the Son and God the Holy Spirit as also “God.” M oreover, in this same verse, he goes on to speak of “one Lord,
Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist.” He is here using the word Lord in its full Old Testament sense of “Yahweh” as a name for God,
and saying that this is the person through whom all things were created, thus affirming the full deity of Christ as well, but with a different name. Thus this verse
affirms both the unity of God and the diversity of persons in God.

LThe technical name for this view is modalism, a heresy condemned in the ancient church: see discussion below.



2T he technical name for this view is Arianism, another heresy condemned in the ancient church: see discussion below.

LUThere is a certain atmospheric condition (called the “triple point” by chemists) at which steam, liquid water, and ice can all exist simultaneously, but even then the
quantity of water that is steam is not ice or liquid, the quantity that is liquid is not steam or ice, etc.

ZAn excellent discussion of the history and theological implications of the trinitarian heresies discussed in this section is found in Harold O. J. Brown, Heresies: The
Image of Christ in the Mirror of Heresy and Orthodoxy from the Apostles to the Present (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1984), pp. 95-157.

ZSome of the leaders who formed this group had earlier been forced out of the Assemblies of God when the Assemblies decided to insist on a trinitarian statement of
faith for its ministers in 1916. The United Pentecostal Church is sometimes identified with the slogan “Jesus only,” and it insists that people should be baptized in the
name of Jesus, not in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Because of its denial of the three distinct persons in God, the denomination should not be
considered to be evangelical, and it is doubtful whether it should be considered genuinely Christian at all.

Zproy. 8:22 was also used by the Arians, who gained support from the fact that the Septuagint misleadingly translated it, “The Lord created me” (Gk. ktizG) rather
than “The Lord acquired me or possessed me” (Gk. ktaomai). See discussion on this verse at the beginning of chapter 14.

The Jehovah’s Witnesses, who are modern-day Arians, also point to Rev. 3:14, where Jesus calls himself “the beginning of God’s creation,” and take it to mean that
“Jesus was created by God as the beginning of God’s invisible creations” (no author named, Should You Believe in the Trinity? [Brooklyn, N.Y.: Watch Tower Bible
and Tract Society, 1989], p. 14). But this verse does not mean that Jesus was the first being created, for the same word for “beginning” (Gk. arche) is used by Jesus
when he says that he is “the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end” (Rev. 22:13), and “beginning” here is a synonym for “Alpha” and
“first.” God the Father similarly says of himself, “I am the Alpha and the Omega” (Rev. 1:8). In both cases, to be “the Alpha” or “the beginning” means to be the one
who was there before anything else existed. The word does not imply that the Son was created or that there was a time when he began to be, for both the Father and
the Son have always been “the Alpha and the Omega” and “the beginning and the end,” since they have existed eternally. (The Jewish historian Josephus uses this
same word to call God the “beginning (arché)” of “all things,” but certainly he does not think that God himself was created: see Against Apion 2.190.)

The NIV translates this verse differently: “the ruler of God’s creation.” This is an acceptable alternative sense for arché: see the same meaning in Luke 12:11; Titus
3:1.

LThis is the original form of the Nicene Creed, but it was later modified at the Council of Constantinople in 381 and there took the form that is commonly called the
“Nicene Creed” by churches today. This text is taken from Philip Schaff, Creeds of Christendom, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1983 reprint of 1931 edition), 1:28—
29.

01der translations of homoousios sometimes use the term “consubstantial,” an uncommon English word simply meaning “of the same substance or nature.”

ZThe heresy of subordinationism, which holds that the Son is inferior in being to the Father, should be clearly distinguished from the orthodox doctrine that the Son is
eternally subordinate to the Father in role or function: without this truth, we would lose the doctrine of the Trinity, for we would not have any eternal personal
distinctions between the Father and the Son, and they would not eternally be Father and Son. (See section D on the differences between the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit.)

283, J. Mikolaski, “Athanasius,” NIDCC, 81.

LThe word proceeds was not understood to refer to a creating of the Holy Spirit, or any deriving of his being from the Father and Son, but to indicate the way the
Holy Spirit eternally relates to the Father and Son.

NBavinck, The Doctrine of God, p. 281.
A1bid., p. 285.

3 Another passage that may suggest such a distinction in function is John 17:5: When Jesus asks the Father, “glorify me in your own presence with the glory which I
had with you before the world was made” (John 17:5), he suggests that it is the Father’s right to give glory to whom he will and that this glory had been given to the
Son by the Father because the Father loved the Son before the foundation of the world.

See section D. 1, above, where economy was explained to refer to different activities or roles.

#¥Economic subordination should be carefully distinguished from the error of “subordinationism,” which holds that the Son or Holy Spirit are inferior in being to the
Father (see section C.2.)

3See, for example, Richard and Catherine Kroeger, in the article “Subordinationism” in EDT: They define subordinationism as “a doctrine which assigns an inferiority
of being, status, or role to the Son or the Holy Spirit within the Trinity. Condemned by numerous church councils, this doctrine has continued in one form or another
throughout the history of the church” (p. 1058, emphasis mine). When the Kroegers speak of “inferiority of . . . role” they apparently mean to say that any affirmation
of eternal subordination in role belongs to the heresy of subordinationism. But if this is what they are saying, then they are condemning all orthodox Christology from
the Nicene Creed onward and thereby condemning a teaching that Charles Hodge says has been a teaching of “the Church universal.”

Similarly, Millard Erickson, in his Christian Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1983-85), pp. 338 and 698, is willing only to aftirm that Christ had a temporary
subordination in function for the period of ministry on earth, but nowhere affirms an eternal subordination in role of the Son to the Father or the Holy Spirit to the
Father and the Son. (Similarly, his Concise Dictionary of Christian Theology, p. 161.)

Robert Letham, in “The M an-Woman Debate: Theological Comment,” WT.J 52:1 (Spring 1990), pp. 65-78, sees this tendency in recent evangelical writings as the
outworking of an evangelical feminist claim that a subordinate role necessarily implies lesser importance or lesser personhood. Of course, if this is not true among
members of the Trinity, then it is not necessarily true between husband and wife either.



BSystematic Theology (3 vols.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970 [reprint; first published 1871-73]), 1:460-62 (italics mine).
ISystematic Theology (Valley Forge, Pa.: Judson, 1907), p. 342 (third italics mine).

BSome systematic theologies give names to these different relationships: “paternity” (or “generation”) for the Father, “begottenness” (or “filiation”) for the Son, and
“procession” (or “spiration”) for the Holy Spirit, but the names do not mean anything more than “relating as a Father,” and “relating as a Son,” and “relating as Spirit.
In an attempt to avoid the proliferation of technical terms that do not exist in contemporary English, or whose meaning differs from their ordinary English sense, I have
not used these terms in this chapter.

”

PWe said above that no analogy teaches the Trinity perfectly, and this one has several shortcomings as well: this man remains as one person; he is not three persons.
And his “thoughts” do not equal all of him as a person. But the analogy is help ful in hinting at something of the complexity even of human personality and suggesting
that the complexity of divine personality is something far greater than this.

DBerkhof, Systematic Theology, p. 89.

4U1bid., p. 88.



Chapter 15

Creation

Why, how, and when did God create the universe?

1
EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS

How did God create the world? Did he create every different kind of plant and animal directly, or did
he use some kind of evolutionary process, guiding the development of living things from the simplest
to the most complex? And how quickly did God bring about creation? Was it all completed within six
twenty-four-hour days, or did he use thousands or perhaps millions of years? How old is the earth,
and how old is the human race?

These questions face us when we deal with the doctrine of creation. Unlike most of the earlier
material in this book, this chapter treats several questions on which evangelical Christians have
differing viewpoints, sometimes very strongly held ones.

This chapter is organized to move from those aspects of creation that are most clearly taught in
Scripture, and on which almost all evangelicals would agree (creation out of nothing, special creation
of Adam and Eve, and the goodness of the universe), to other aspects of creation about which
evangelicals have had disagreements (whether God used a process of evolution to bring about much
of creation, and how old the earth and the human race are).

We may define the doctrine of creation as follows: God created the entire universe out of nothing;
it was originally very good,; and he created it to glorify himself.

A. God Created the Universe Out of Nothing

1. Biblical Evidence for Creation Out of Nothing. The Bible clearly requires us to believe that God
created the universe out of nothing. (Sometimes the Latin phrase ex nihilo, “out of nothing” is used; it
is then said that the Bible teaches creation ex nihilo.) This means that before God began to create the

2
universe, nothing else existed except God himself.

This 1s the implication of Genesis 1:1, which says, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the
earth.” The phrase “the heavens and the earth” includes the entire universe. Psalm 33 also tells us,
“By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, and all their host by the breath of his mouth. . . .
For he spoke, and it came to be; he commanded, and it stood forth” (Ps. 33:6, 9). In the New
Testament, we find a universal statement at the beginning of John’s gospel: “All things were made
through him, and without him was not anything made that was made” (John 1:3). The phrase “all
things” is best taken to refer to the entire universe (cf. Acts 17:24; Heb. 11:3). Paul is quite explicit in



Colossians 1 when he specifies all the parts of the universe, both visible and invisible things: “For in
him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or
dominions or principalities or authorities—all things were created through him and for him” (Col.
1:16). The song of the twenty-four elders in heaven likewise affirms this truth:

“You are worthy, our Lord and God,

to receive glory and honor and power,

for you created all things,

and by your will they existed and were created.” (Rev. 4:11)

In the last phrase God’s will is said to be the reason why things even “existed” at all and why they
“were created.”

That God created both the heavens and the earth and everything in them is affirmed several other
times in the New Testament. For instance, Acts 4:24 speaks of God as the “Sovereign Lord, who
made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them.” One of the first ways of
identifying God is to say that he is the one who created all things. Barnabas and Paul explain to the
pagan audience at Lystra that they are messengers of “a living God who made the heaven and the earth
and the sea and all that is in them” (Acts 14:15). Similarly, when Paul is speaking to pagan Greek
philosophers in Athens, he identifies the true God as “The God who made the world and everything in
it” and says that this God “gives to all men life and breath and everything” (Acts 17:24-25; cf. Isa.
45:18; Rev. 10:6).

Hebrews 11:3 says, “By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so
that what is seen was not made out of things which are visible” (NASB). This translation (as well as

the NIV) most accurately reflects the Greek text.g Though the text does not quite teach the doctrine of
creation out of nothing, it comes close to doing so, since it says that God did not create the universe
out of anything that is visible. The somewhat strange idea that the universe might have been created
out of something that was invisible is probably not in the author’s mind. He is contradicting the idea
of creation out of previously existing matter, and for that purpose the verse is quite clear.

Romans 4:17 also implies that God created out of nothing, even if it does not exactly state it. The
Greek text literally speaks of God as one who “calls things not existing as existing.” The RSV
translation, “calls into existence the things that do not exist” (similarly NASB) is unusual but possible

grammatically,é_t and it makes an explicit affirmation of creation out of nothing. Yet even if we
translate it so that the Greek word /os takes its common sense “as,” the verse says that God “calls the
things which do not exist as existing” (NASB mg.). But if God speaks to or calls something that does
not exist, as if in fact it did exist, then what is implied? If he calls things that do not exist as though
they existed, it must mean that they will soon exist, irresistibly called into existence.

Because God created the entire universe out of nothing there is no matter in the universe that is
eternal. All that we see—the mountains, the oceans, the stars, the earth itself—all came into existence



when God created them. There was a time when they did not exist:
“Before the mountains were brought forth,
or ever you had formed the earth and the world,
from everlasting to everlasting you are God.” (Ps. 90:2)

This reminds us that God rules over all the universe and that nothing in creation is to be worshiped
instead of God or in addition to him. However, were we to deny creation out of nothing, we would
have to say that some matter has always existed and that it is eternal like God. This idea would
challenge God’s independence, his sovereignty, and the fact that worship is due to him alone: 1f
matter existed apart from God, then what inherent right would God have to rule over it and use it for
his glory? And what confidence could we have that every aspect of the universe will ultimately fulfill
God’s purposes, if some parts of it were not created by him?

The positive side of the fact that God created the universe out of nothing is that it has meaning and a
purpose. God, in his wisdom, created it for something. We should try to understand that purpose and
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use creation in ways that fit that purpose, namely, to bring glory to God himself.  Moreover,
whenever the creation brings us joy (cf. 1 Tim. 6:17), we should give thanks to the God who made it
all.

2. The Creation of the Spiritual Universe. This creation of the entire universe includes the creation
of an unseen, spiritual realm of existence: God created the angels and other kinds of heavenly beings
as well as animals and man. He also created heaven as a place where his presence is especially
evident. The creation of the spiritual realm is certainly implied in all the verses above that speak of
God creating not only the earth but also “heaven and what is in it” (Rev. 10:6; cf. Acts 4:24), butitis
also explicitly affirmed in a number of other verses. The prayer of Ezra says very clearly: “You are
the LOrD, you alone; you have made heaven, the heaven of heavens, with all their host, the earth and
all that is on it, the seas and all that is in them; and you preserve all of them; and the host of heaven
worships you” (Neh. 9:6). The “host of heaven” in this verse seems to refer to the angels and other
heavenly creatures, since Ezra says that they engage in the activity of worshiping God (the same term
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host is used to speak of angels who worship God in Ps. 103:21 and 