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Evangelical Dictionary of Theology edited by Walter Elwell (1984)

Christian Theology by Millard Erickson (1985)

Basic Theology by Charles Ryrie (1986)

Integrative Theology in 3 volumes by Gordon Lewis and Bruce Demarest
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The Moody Handbook of Theology by Paul Enns (1989)

Charts of Christian Theology & Doctrine by H. Wayne House (1992)

Dr. Rolland McCune’s “Systematic Theology 1” (1995), “Systematic Theology

2” (1993), and “Systematic Theology 3” (1994) class notes

Systematic Theology in 8 volumes by Lewis Sperry Chafer (1993)

Systematic Theology by Wayne Grudem (1994)

A New Systematic Theology of the Christian Faith by Robert Reymond

(1998)

A Systematic Theology of Biblical Christianity in 3 volumes by Rolland

McCune (2009, 2009, 2010)

“What Saith the Scripture?”: An Introductory Study of Systematic Theology

by Brad Anderson (2011)

“Systematic Theology 1” and “Systematic Theology 2” by Brad Anderson and

Scott Williquette (2017)

Unless otherwise indicated, all Scriptural citations are from the English Standard Version (ESV).

2 These primary resources will be referenced by author’s last name. Other resources will be
referenced by title and full name of author of resource.
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Theology Proper: The Doctrine of God

Theology proper (the word, proper is added to distinguish this doctrine from theology in

general), or the doctrine of God, is typically the second of the ten major divisions of

systematic theology. The primary focus of this doctrine is the first person of the

Godhead, God the Father (the other persons of the Godhead, the Son and the Spirit, are

the foci of the doctrinal divisions of Christology and Pneumatology). In studying this

doctrine, one seeks to answer two basic questions: 1) What is God like? (His person,

understood most readily by a study of His attributes) and 2) What does He do? (His

work, or what He performs).

The significance of this study cannot be overestimated. As Erickson (p. 263) states:

“The doctrine of God is the central point for much of the rest of theology. One’s view of

God might even be thought of as supplying the whole framework within which one’s

theology is constructed and life is lived. It lends a particular coloration to one’s style of

ministry and philosophy of life.” In a similar vein, A. W. Tozer (The Knowledge of the

Holy, p. 1) adds: “What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most

important thing about us,” and “...[T]he most portentous fact about any man is … what

he in his deep heart conceives God to be like,” and “Were we able to extract from any

man a complete answer to the question, ‘What comes into your mind when you think

about God?’ we might predict with certainty the spiritual future of that man,” and (p. 2)

“I believe there is scarcely an error in doctrine or a failure in applying Christian ethics

that cannot be traced finally to imperfect and ignoble thoughts about God.” In like

manner, Christian counselor Jim Binney has testified: “In over thirty years of

counseling, I have yet to find a single problem (spiritual, emotional, or behavioral)

which does not have a root of origin, in part or in whole, in an unbiblical image of God”

(“How to See God,” Today’s Christian Preacher, Winter 2004, p. 10). Stephen

Charnock (The Existence and Attributes of God, 2:91) has likewise written: “All sin

whatsoever is built upon some false notion or monstrous conception of one or other of

God’s perfections.” G. Campbell Morgan once said: “A man’s concept of God creates his

attitude toward the hour in which he lives.” And R. Kent Hughes (John, p. 116) has

written: “The truth is, the mightiest and most important thought man can entertain is,

what is God like? What comes into our minds when we think about God? This is

foundational. Our answer not only affects our worship but our living. Every failure in

worship, or in doctrine or practice, can be traced back to wrong thoughts about God.”

Preliminaries

An Explanation of God

One of the most historic definitions of God is the one found in the Westminster Shorter

Catechism: “God is spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in His being, wisdom,

power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.” A simpler definition is that offered by A.

H. Strong (cited in McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:159), who defines God as “the
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infinite and perfect Spirit in whom all things have their source, support, and end.”

Several points of this definition call for further explanation:

God is a spirit (John 4:24). God is immaterial, that is, there is no physical material out

of which He is made. He is incorporeal, that is, He does not have a body (a spirit

cannot, Luke 24:39).
3

He is invisible (Colossians 1:15 and 1 Timothy 1:17), incapable of

being seen (1 Timothy 6:16; cf. Deuteronomy 4:12 and John 1:18).

By way of qualification, Feinberg (p. 220) states: “Although God’s essential nature is

spirit, that does not preclude him from making his presence known through some

physical phenomenon that manifests his presence to those who see or hear it.” God

periodically manifested His presence in the Old Testament through what is commonly

called a “theophany” (for example, the burning bush of Exodus 3 or the pillar of cloud

and pillar of fire in Exodus 13:21-22). Many, if not most, Old Testament theophanies

were actually “Christophanies,” pre-incarnate appearances of the second person of the

Godhead.
4

Besides theophanies/Christophanies, a second qualification regarding God’s

“spirituality” is what is called an “anthropomorphism.” An anthropomorphism is a

description of God in human terms for the benefit of human understanding.
5

Examples

include descriptions of God as having hands (Isaiah 59:1 and John 10:29), feet, eyes (2

Chronicles 16:9 and Proverbs 15:3), arms (Deuteronomy 33:27), ears (Isaiah 59:1),

fingers (Psalm 8:3), lips, a mouth (Isaiah 40:5), a nose (implied by 2 Samuel 22:9’s

“nostrils”), a tongue, a neck, a face, etc. or of God seeing (Psalm 94:9), smelling (Genesis

8:21), hearing (Psalm 94:9), tasting, etc.

God is infinite and perfect. To say that God is infinite is to say that He is without limit

(in regards to time, He is without limit/eternal; in regards to knowledge, He is without

limit/omniscient; in regards to space, He is without limit/omnipresent; in regards to

power, He is without limit/omnipotent; in regards to authority, He is without

limit/sovereign; in regards to His will, He is without limit/free). To say that God is

5“All that Scripture says about God 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” (Grudem, p. 159).

4“The angel of the Lord” (as opposed to “an angel of the Lord”) in the Old Testament is a
Christophany.

3One of the many doctrinal errors of Mormonism is its teaching that God the Father is corporeal
(i.e., has a body). Page 42 of the Mormon Articles of Faith states: “We know that both the Father
and the Son are in form and stature perfect men; each of them possesses a tangible body.”
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perfect
6

is to say that He is without lack.

All things exist because of God and for God. The commencement (creation) and

continuation (preservation) of every creature is due to the Creator (Acts 17:24-26, and

28). The Creator is the reason for the creature’s existence (Isaiah 43:7 and Colossians

1:16), not vice versa.  God is indeed the source, support, and end of all (Romans 11:36).

The Existence of God

The Bible makes no attempt to prove God’s existence; rather, it presumes and proclaims

God’s existence (It does not defend it; rather, It declares it). It is assumed and asserted.

The central affirmation of Scripture is not that God exists, but that God has spoken

(McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:171). According to Romans 1, the issue is not

whether or not man realizes God’s existence (he clearly does—verses 19-21), but that he

rejects the ramifications of God’s existence (verse 18).

Due to the “noetic” effects of sin (the effects of sin upon the mind), an unregenerate man

cannot be convinced of God’s existence through “rational proofs” (such as the

cosmological, teleological, etc. arguments, which can only serve as corroborating

evidence to one who has already been convinced of God’s existence through the

illuminating work of God’s Spirit). The certainty of God’s existence can only come

through divine revelation (and faith in it, Hebrews 11:6), not human reason. God’s

existence must ultimately be presupposed (just as His non-existence must be).

Part 1:  The Person of God

God is a person. He possesses all the characteristics of personality: mind (thinking), will

(doing), and emotion (feeling).

First, God is a cognitive being (Proverbs 3:19-20 and Romans 11:33). He is

self-conscious, capable of making Himself the object of His own thoughts (McCune, A

Systematic Theology, 1:189) or aware of Himself as a distinct thing (Feinberg, p. 228).

Second, God is a volitional being (Isaiah 46:10b-11, Daniel 4:35, and Ephesians 1:11).

He possesses self-determination, determination or will that arises from within (McCune,

A Systematic Theology, 1:189) or the ability to make decisions and carry them out

(Feinberg, p. 228).

Third, God is an emotive being (He grieves in Genesis 6:6, He is angry in Exodus 4:14,

He hates in Psalm 5:5, and He rejoices in Isaiah 62:5).

Further evidence that God is a personal being is the fact that He has a personal name,

Yahweh (Exodus 3:14 and Isaiah 42:8a).

6 Accordingly, one of the words theologians use to describe God’s attributes is His “perfections.”
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As mentioned previously, the person of God is most readily understood by a study of His

attributes.

The Attributes of God: An Introduction

Before studying individual attributes of God, it is helpful to first understand what an

attribute is.

Defining an Attribute

Simply speaking, an attribute is a word that describes what someone or something is

like. We use the word, "attribute" (as a noun) when describing what God is like because

attributes are words that we "attribute" (using the word as a verb) to God. To attribute

is to ascribe or assign something to someone. We ascribe or assign various words to

God to describe what He is like.
7

God’s attributes are what we predicate of God (God is

….).

God's attributes are not like the individual pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, which, when put

together, make God what He is. Rather, each attribute completely describes what God is

like. In other words, God is not part holy, part love, etc.; rather, He is completely holy

and completely loving, etc.

God's attributes are intrinsic to His being. In other words, they are what make God

what He is; He would cease to be God without any of them. They are essential,

expressions of His very essence. God is what His attributes are. “Attributes are qualities

that are inherent to a subject” (Ryrie, p. 35). “An attribute is a property which is

intrinsic to its subject. It is that by which it is distinguished or identified” (Chafer,

1:190). “When we speak of the attributes of God, we are referring to those qualities of

God which constitute what He is” (Erickson, p. 265). “The attributes of God are those

distinguishing characteristics of the divine nature which are inseparable from the idea of

God” (A. H. Strong, quoted in McCune, “Systematic Theology 1,” p. 87). Attributes are

not what  God has, but what God is.

Divisions of God's Attributes

In order to better understand God's attributes, it may be helpful to classify or categorize

them.  God's attributes can be divided into two distinct categories:

1. Attributes of greatness

Attributes of greatness are those attributes that God possesses exclusively. They

7A caveat is in order at this point. The verb, “attribute” is being used in a certain, restricted
sense. Technically, we don’t “attribute” anything to God. As Ryrie (p. 35) states: “God’s
perfections are known to us through revelation. Man does not attribute them to God; God
reveals them to man.”
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are descriptive of God and God alone. Theologians sometimes refer to these as

"incommunicable" because they cannot be communicated to (i.e., shared with)

mankind. Examples include God’s sovereignty, omnipotence, omniscience,

omnipresence, and holiness of being (see 1 Samuel 2:2).

2. Attributes of goodness

Attributes of goodness are those attributes that God possesses to a perfect degree

(God’s attributes are sometimes also referred to as His “perfections”) and that

may be found to a limited degree in mankind. Theologians sometimes refer to

these as "communicable" because they can be communicated to (i.e., shared with)

mankind, though not to the same degree in which they are found in God.

Examples include God's wisdom, holiness of behavior (see 1 Peter 1:15-16), love

(see John 13:34, 15:12, Ephesians 5:1-2, and 25), mercy (see Luke 6:36; cf.

Matthew 18:23-35, Ephesians 4:32, and Colossians 3:13), grace, and justice.

The Defining Attribute

Theologians have debated for centuries as to whether or not God has a supreme

attribute, i.e., one that is more basic to His character than all the rest. Though God

possesses all of His attributes to a perfect degree, there does seem to be one attribute

that best defines what He is like and that governs or regulates the other attributes. It is

the attribute of holiness (see McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:249-252). See Isaiah

57:15a (cf. the end of Matthew 6:9). Holiness “may be said to be a transcendental

attribute, that, as it were, runs through the rest, and casts lustre upon them. It is an

attribute of attributes” (John Howe, cited in Arthur Pink, The Attributes of God, p. 42).

“Holiness occupies the foremost rank among the attributes of God” (Thiessen, p. 84).

As will be seen in the study of the attribute of God’s holiness, the basic idea behind the

word, holiness is separation. God is separate from everything else in both a

metaphysical (what He is/being) and moral (what He does/behavior) sense (thus,

holiness is in actuality both an attribute of greatness and of goodness). There is an

infinitely vast chasm between God and man. This gap is commonly referred to as the

Creator/creature distinction (cf. Psalm 50:21).
8

As mentioned above, God's attributes of

greatness are absolute—there is no human corollary to them. Furthermore, though

God's attributes of goodness are reflected in man, the reflection is so dim that it almost

defies comparison. Thus, fundamental to a basic understanding of God and His

attributes is a proper understanding of the attribute of holiness.

8“Forever God stands apart, in light unapproachable. He is as high above an archangel as above
a caterpillar, for the gulf that separates the archangel from the caterpillar is but finite, while the
gulf between God and the archangel is infinite. The caterpillar and the archangel, though far
removed from each other in the scale of created things, are nevertheless one in that they are alike
created. They both belong in the category of that-which-is-not-God and are separated from God
by infinitude itself” (Tozer, Knowledge of the Holy, p. 70).
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The Attributes of God: Sovereign

Explanation of God’s Sovereignty

The word, sovereign has as its root the verb, reign, meaning to rule. The prefix, sove is

derived from the word, super, meaning over or above. To say that God is sovereign is to

say that He rules over all.

He is the:

● "God of gods” (Deuteronomy 10:17 and Psalm 136:2; cf. Psalm 135:5)

● "King of kings" (1 Timothy 6:15, Revelation 17:14, and 19:16). He is the supreme

king.

● “Lord of lords” (Deuteronomy 10:17, Psalm 136:3, 1 Timothy 6:15, Revelation

17:14, and 19:16)

● “God Most High” (Genesis 14:18-22 et. al.)/”the Most High” (Numbers 24:16 et.

al.)/”the Most High God” (Psalm 78:35 et. al.). He is “seated on high” (Psalm

113:5; cf. Isaiah 6:1).

● “Sovereign Lord” (Acts 4:24 and Revelation 6:10)

As David exclaims in 1 Chronicles 29:11b-12a: “Yours is the kingdom, O Lord, and You

are exalted as head above all. Both riches and honor come from You, and You rule over

all” (see also 2 Chronicles 20:6, Psalm 22:28, 47:7-8, 99:1-2, 103:19, and Ephesians

1:21). God “rules the kingdom of men” (Daniel 4:17, 25, and 32)/”rules the kingdom of

mankind” (Daniel 5:21).  “Heaven rules” (Daniel 4:26).

To put it in even simpler terms, God is the King of everything, the Lord of heaven and

earth (Acts 17:24), the Master of the universe. By virtue of the fact that He has created

all things, He has the right to rule over them (see Jeremiah 18:6 and Romans 9:14-21).

God does as He pleases with His creation (see Job 23:13, 42:2, Psalm 2, 115:3, 135:6,

Isaiah 14:27, 43:13, 46:9-11, Daniel 4:17, 25, 32, 35, 5:21, and Ephesians 1:11).

Manifestations of God’s Sovereignty

God manifests His sovereignty by His control over such realms as:

1. The weather
9

(see Job 36:32, 37:3, 6, 10-13, Jeremiah 10:13, Jonah 1:4, 4:8, and

Mark 4:41; cf. Job 38:11, Psalm 104:9, and Jeremiah 5:22). As the hymn, “I Sing

9According to Mike Nichols (cited in Jerry Bridges, Trusting God, pp. 94-95), there are over
1,400 references to weather terminology in Scripture.
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the Mighty Power of God” reads: “Clouds arise, and tempests blow, by order

from Thy throne.”  There is no “Mother Nature.”

2. The animal kingdom (see Isaiah 46:11a, Jonah 1:17, 2:10, 4:7, and Matthew

10:29)

3. The plant kingdom (see Jonah 4:6)

4. Human life. Besides creating human life (see Genesis 1:26f, 2:7, 21f, et. al.), God

sustains it (see Job 34:14-15, Psalm 36:6, 104:29, Acts 17:25, and 28) and

contains it (see Job 14:5 and Acts 17:26). Human life is in the hand of the

heavenly Lord (see Job 12:10, Psalm 31:15a, 95:4, and Daniel 5:23).

5. Human lords (see Genesis 20:6, 1 Samuel 10:9, Ezra 1:2, 6:22, 7:27, Proverbs

21:1, Isaiah 40:23-24, Daniel 2:21, 4:17, 25, 32, 5:21, John 19:11, and Romans

13:1). This is a case of the-greater-to-the-lesser, i.e., if God is sovereign over the

greatest of human beings, He is sovereign over all human beings. All human

sovereigns are given their authority by the Sovereign and are instruments in His

hand to accomplish His purposes (see Exodus 9:16//Romans 9:17, 2 Chronicles

36:22, Ezra 1:1-2//Isaiah 44:28-45:1, and Revelation 17:17).

Implications of God’s Sovereignty

1. Submission. Because God is sovereign, He has the right to tell us what we should

do, when we should do it, where we should do it, how we should do it, with and to

whom we should do it, and why we should do it. The only proper response to

God's demands is unconditional obedience. This starts with surrendering oneself

to God at salvation (by receiving Christ as one’s Savior and Lord; see Acts 16:31

and Romans 10:9; cf. obeying the gospel in Romans 10:16, 2 Thessalonians 1:8,

and 1 Peter 4:17, as well as the obedience of faith in Romans 1:5 and 16:26) and

continues throughout one's Christian life by obeying the commands of Scripture.

2. Security. Because God is sovereign, we can rest secure. God controls all things.

Nothing happens without His permission. There is no “maverick molecule” in the

universe (McCune). This fact should give us great comfort. We don't have to

worry about anything. It's all in His hands (see Psalm 31:15). His sovereignty is

the source of the peace of God, the serenity of soul that knows that God is in

control. Our only “concern” is to do what He tells us to do, leaving the results

with Him.

3. Celebration. Because God is sovereign, we should worship Him. Notice how

God’s sovereignty is the basis for David’s worship in 1 Chronicles 29:10-13. See

also Psalm 47:6-7, 95:1-3, 97:1, Daniel 4:34, and Revelation 19:6, upon which are

based the words to Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus.” “The doctrine of God’s

sovereignty has very often appeared, an exceeding pleasant, bright and sweet

doctrine to me: and absolute sovereignty is what I love to ascribe to God”

(Jonathan Edwards, quoted in C. Samuel Storms, The Grandeur of God, p. 29).
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As the song says, “Rejoice, the Lord is King!”  Savor His supremacy.

Objections to God’s Sovereignty

In spite of the fact that the Bible clearly teaches God's sovereignty, some have attempted

to deny it, or at least "water it down," finding it difficult to reconcile divine sovereignty

with human freedom (How can a man be genuinely free if God is in complete control of

him?) and the presence of evil (If God is both in control of everything and holy and

good, why does evil exist?).

In response to the first, Ryrie (pp. 43-44) states: "Sovereignty/freedom forms an

antinomy ('a contradiction between two apparently equally valid principles or between

inferences correctly drawn from such principles'). Antinomies in the Bible, however,

consist only of apparent contradictions, not ultimate ones. One can accept the truths of

an antinomy and live with them, accepting by faith what cannot be reconciled; or one

can try to harmonize the apparent contradictions in an antinomy which inevitably leads

to overemphasizing one truth to the neglect or even denial of the other.” C. Samuel

Storms (The Grandeur of God, pp. 177-178) makes the same point with a rhetorical

question: “How is one to reconcile these apparently conflicting assertions? Should one

accept both as equally inspired declarations and simply acquiesce to the resultant

mystery, trusting in the sufficiency of an infinitely powerful and wise God to so

constitute and orchestrate the created order such that both are true?” This is a

“suprarational” matter, i.e., one that is above and beyond the human intellect’s ability to

fully grasp (suprarational ≠ irrational, however). Scripture affirms both truths (compare

Jonah 1:15 with Jonah 2:3; Luke 22:22a with Luke 22:22b; Acts 2:23a with Acts 2:23b;

Acts 4:27 with Acts 4:28
10

; and Philippians 2:12 with Philippians 2:13). This is a case of

“holding to truths in tension.” Charles Spurgeon, when once asked about reconciling

these two truths, famously replied:  “I don’t reconcile friends.”

In response to the problem of evil, A. W. Tozer (The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 110)

writes: "In His sovereign wisdom God has permitted evil to exist in carefully restricted

areas of His creation, a kind of fugitive outlaw whose activities are temporary and

limited in scope. In doing this God has acted according to His infinite wisdom and

goodness. More than that no one knows at present; and more than that no one needs to

know.” McCune (“Systematic Theology 1” class notes, p. 152) adds: “The whys and

wherefores are simply left untouched by the Bible writers …. to delve philosophically or

speculatively beyond what is written is not only futile but heretical (Romans 9:20a: Who

are you who answers back to God?).” A final note: When considering the problem of

evil, always remember that God Himself, in the person of God the Son, the Lord Jesus

Christ, suffered the effects of evil to the ultimate degree on the Cross. The solution to

the problem of evil is the Son.

10D.A. Carson (in his A Call to Spiritual Reformation, p. 156), while commenting on Acts
4:23-30 and its emphasis on both divine sovereignty and human responsibility in relation to the
crucifixion of Christ, powerfully states: “God is absolutely sovereign, yet his sovereignty does
not diminish human responsibility and accountability; human beings are morally responsible
creatures, yet this fact in no way jeopardizes the sovereignty of God. At Calvary, all Christians
have to concede the truth of these two statements, or they give up their claim to be Christian.”
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“There is no attribute more comforting to His children than that of God’s Sovereignty. Under

the most adverse circumstances, in the most severe trials, they believe that Sovereignty has

ordained their afflictions, that Sovereignty overrules them, and that Sovereignty will sanctify

them all. There is nothing for which the children ought more earnestly to contend than the

doctrine of their Master over all creation—the Kingship of God over all the works of His own

hands—the Throne of God and His right to sit upon that Throne.

On the other hand, there is no doctrine more hated by worldlings, no truth of which they have

made such a football, as the great, stupendous, but yet most certain doctrine of the

Sovereignty of the infinite Jehovah. Men will allow God to be everywhere except on His

throne. They will allow Him to be in His workshop to fashion worlds and make stars. They

will allow Him to be in His almonry [money house] to dispense His alms and bestow His

bounties. They will allow Him to sustain the earth and bear up the pillars thereof, or light the

lamps of heaven, or rule the waves of the ever-moving ocean; but when God ascends His

throne, His creatures then gnash their teeth.

And we proclaim an enthroned God, and His right to do as He wills with His own, to dispose

of His creatures as He thinks well, without consulting them in the matter . . . then it is that

men turn a deaf ear to us, for God on His throne is not the God they love. But it is God upon

the throne that we love to preach. It is God upon His throne whom we trust” (Charles

Haddon Spurgeon, quoted in Arthur Pink, The Attributes of God, pp. 32-33).
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The Attributes of God: Omnipotent

Description of God’s Omnipotence

The word, omnipotence is a compound, consisting of the prefix, omni, meaning all, and

the root word, potent, meaning powerful. Put the two together and you have the literal

meaning of the term:  God is omnipotent, that is, He is all-powerful.

He is "God Almighty” (Genesis 17:1 et. al.)/”God the Almighty” (Revelation 15:3, 16:7,

14, 19:6, 15, and 21:22)/”the Almighty” (Genesis 49:25 et. al.).
11

He has all power (Psalm

62:11).
12

His power is infinite, that is, without limit.  He can do anything.

Job 42:2

“I know that You can do all things."

Jeremiah 32:17

“Ah, Lord God! It is You who have made the heavens and the earth by Your great power

and by Your outstretched arm! Nothing is too hard for You.” (see also Genesis 18:14,

Numbers 11:23, Isaiah 59:1, and Jeremiah 32:27)

Luke 1:37

“For nothing will be impossible with God” (see also Matthew 19:26//Mark 10:27//Luke

18:27 and Mark 14:36)

Technically-speaking, God cannot do everything. Because He is God, He cannot do

anything that is inconsistent with His nature or character. For example, God cannot lie

(Numbers 23:19, Titus 1:2, and Hebrews 6:18), nor can He deny Himself (2 Timothy

2:13), nor can He tempt us to sin (James 1:13).

Furthermore, God only does what is consistent with His will. For reasons known only to

Himself, God has chosen not to do certain things. For example, God could have given

personality to a stone (Matthew 3:9). Jesus Christ, being God, could have summoned

angels to rescue Him from the Cross (Matthew 26:53). "God can do all that He wills, but

12Ultimately, only God is powerful. All others are powerless. “Not a creature in the entire
universe has an atom of power save what God delegates” (Arthur Pink, The Attributes of God,
p. 47). Though God gives power, He does not give away power (Tozer, The Knowledge of the
Holy, p. 66; emphasis his). God’s power is incapable of being diminished. “All His acts are
done without effort. He expends no energy that must be replenished” (Tozer, The Knowledge
of the Holy, p. 67; cf. McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:220). Nothing is “easier” or
“harder” for God (A. W. Tozer, The Attributes of God, 2:84).

11“Almighty” is used 56 times in Scripture, and all 56 refer to God (A. W. Tozer, The
Knowledge of the Holy, p. 65; Ryrie, p. 40).
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He will not do all that He can" (McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:218).

Thus, to say that God is omnipotent means that God can do anything consistent with

His nature and will.

Demonstrations of God’s Omnipotence13

1. In Creation. See Psalm 65:6, Jeremiah 10:12, 32:17, and Romans 1:20. Imagine

being able to instantly produce something out of nothing (ex nihilo; see Romans

4:17 and Hebrews 11:3) simply by uttering a command.  This is what God did.
14

Psalm 33:6, 9

By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, and by the breath of His mouth

all their host … For He spoke, and it came to be; He commanded, and it stood

firm. (see also Genesis 1 and 2)

God’s power displayed in creation is all the more impressive in light of such

passages as Job 26:14 and Habakkuk 3:4.

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.

(Joseph Addison, part of the words to the hymn,

“The Spacious Firmament on High”)

I sing the mighty pow’r of God, that made the mountains rise,

That spread the flowing seas abroad, and built the lofty skies.

(Isaac Watts, part of the words to the hymn,

“I Sing the Mighty Power of God”)

Note: As mentioned previously (see footnote 12), God's power is never

diminished.  When He finished creating, He did not rest because He was weary.

God does not get tired (Isaiah 40:28).  He rested on the seventh day, not because

14“The divine ability to bring a universe into existence out of nothing by volition is the grand
manifestation of power” (Chafer, 1:210).

13Richard Watson (cited in Chafer, 1:212; emphasis his) reminds us “not to measure [God’s]
omnipotence by the actual displays of it which have been made. They are the manifestations of
the principle, but not the measure of its capacity.”
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He was fatigued from creating, but because He was finished creating (see Genesis

2:2-3; cf. Exodus 20:8-11).  This was “a rest from work, not a repose from

weariness” (Stephen Charnock, The Existence and Attributes of God, 2:43).

2. In conception.  See, for example, Genesis 18:14 and Luke 1:35 and 37 in their

contexts.

3. In preservation. God is powerful enough not only to create the universe, but also

to sustain or preserve it.  He keeps what He creates.

Colossians 1:17

In Him all things hold together.

Hebrews 1:3

He [God the Son] is the radiance of the glory of God [the Father] and the exact

imprint of His nature, and He upholds the universe by the word of His power.

God's power to preserve the universe includes the power to sustain our very

lives.
15

Notice the words of Job:

Job 34:14-15

If He should set His heart to it and gather to Himself His spirit and His breath, all

flesh would perish together, and man would return to dust. (cf. Job 12:10, 33:4,

Psalm 36:6, 104:29, Isaiah 42:5, Daniel 5:23, Acts 17:25, and 28)

4. In salvation. Perhaps the greatest display of God's power occurs when He

supernaturally changes the very nature of the human heart at the moment of

salvation, transforming a rebellious, hell-bound sinner into a righteous,

heaven-bound saint.

Matthew 19:23-26

And Jesus said to His disciples, “Truly, I say to you, only with difficulty will a rich

person enter the kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go

through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God.”

When the disciples heard this, they were greatly astonished, saying, “Who then

can be saved?” But Jesus looked at them and said, “With man this is impossible,

but with God all things are possible.” (cf. the parallel passages of Mark 10:24-27

and Luke 18:24-27

15Even though fourteen pounds of air pressure press upon every square inch of our bodies (A. W.
Tozer, The Attributes of God, 2:76).
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5. In sanctification. God is powerful enough not only to save a soul, but also eternally

secure it. God keeps those He converts. Believers are preserved; they are kept by

God.  Believers also persevere; they keep the faith.

John 10:28-29

I give them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out

of My hand. My Father, who has given them to Me, is greater than all, and no one is

able to snatch them out of the Father's hand.

1 Peter 1:3-5

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to His great

mercy, He has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection

of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and

unfading, kept in heaven for you, who by God's power are being guarded through

faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. (see also Romans 8:30 and

Philippians 1:6)

2 Peter 1:3

His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness.

6. In resurrection. Just as God's power is able to raise the spiritual dead (see

Ephesians 2:5), so His power is able to raise the physical dead.

1 Corinthians 6:14

And God raised the Lord and will also raise us up by His power. (see also 2

Corinthians 13:4 and Ephesians 1:19-20)

The Difference God's Omnipotence Should Make in Our Deeds

1. Dependence. Because God is omnipotent, we are totally dependent on Him for our

physical and spiritual creation and continuation. Were it not for God, we could not

exist physically (see Job 12:10, Psalm 36:6, 104:29, Isaiah 42:5, Daniel 5:23, Acts

17:25, and 28; cf. Matthew 6:11) or spiritually (Ephesians 2:8
16

). He deserves all

the credit for our physical and spiritual well-being.

2. Confidence. Because God is omnipotent, we need not fret over any threat. The

saying, “I would if I could, but I can’t, so I won’t” does not apply to God. God has

the ability to deliver us from any physical (see Psalm 27:1-3 and 46:1-3) or

16Not surprisingly, the Greek verb translated “saved” in this verse is in the perfect tense. In
Greek, the perfect tense describes a past action with continuing results. Because of God’s grace,
we have been saved from sin’s penalty (justification), are being saved from sin’s power
(sanctification), and will one day be saved from sin’s presence (glorification).
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spiritual (see 1 Corinthians 10:13 and 1 John 4:4) threat. “If God were stinted in

might and had a limit to His strength we might well despair. But seeing that He is

clothed with omnipotence, no prayer is too hard for Him to answer, no need too

great for Him to supply, no passion too strong for Him to subdue; no temptation

too powerful for Him to deliver from, no misery too deep for Him to relieve”

(Arthur Pink, The Attributes of God, p. 51).

3. Reverence.  Because God is omnipotent, we should fear Him:

2 Kings 17:36

But you shall fear the Lord, Who brought you out of the land of Egypt with great

power and with an outstretched arm. You shall bow yourselves to Him, and to Him

you shall sacrifice.

God is awesome in power. The only proper response to His awesomeness is awe or

reverence. This was the response of the Psalmist when describing God's power in

Creation:

Psalm 33:8-9

Let all the earth fear the Lord; let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of

Him! For He spoke, and it came to be; He commanded, and it stood firm. (cf.

Psalm 148:5)

Let us, with David, say:

Psalm 21:13

Be exalted, O Lord, in Your strength; We will sing and praise Your power. (cf.

Daniel 2:20)

O Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder

Consider all the worlds Thy hands have made

I see the stars, I hear the rolling thunder

Thy power throughout the universe displayed

When through the woods, and forest glades I wander

And hear the birds sing sweetly in the trees

When I look down, from lofty mountain grandeur

And see the brook, and feel the gentle breeze

Then sings my soul, my Saviour God, to Thee

How great Thou art, how great Thou art

Then sings my soul, my Saviour God, to Thee

How great Thou art, how great Thou art!

(part of the words to the hymn, “How Great Thou Art”)

16
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The Attributes of God: Omniscient

An Explanation of God’s Omniscience

The word, omniscience is a compound, consisting of the prefix, omni, meaning all, and

the root, science, meaning knowledge. Put the two together and you have the literal

meaning of the term:  God is omniscient, that is, He is all-knowing.

He “knows everything” (1 John 3:20; cf. John 21:17); “His understanding is beyond

measure
17

” (Psalm 147:5; cf. Psalm 139:6, Isaiah 55:8-9, and Romans 11:33); He is

“perfect in knowledge” (Job 37:16). God has all knowledge; thus, He is the source of all

the knowledge possessed by mankind (see Daniel 2:21).

God does not learn or discover (Isaiah 40:13-14//Romans 11:34).
18

Neither does He

forget. He has always known all things—past, present, and future
19

(Isaiah 42:9, 46:10a,

and 48:3)—instantaneously. God knows all things in "one indivisible, simultaneous act

of intuition" (McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:222).
20

God's knowledge even

includes possibilities. In other words, not only does God know what will happen, but

also what could happen.  Here are two examples:

1 Samuel 23:10-13

Then David said, “O Lord, the God of Israel, Your servant has surely heard that Saul

seeks to come to Keilah, to destroy the city on my account. Will the men of Keilah

surrender me into his hand? Will Saul come down, as Your servant has heard? O Lord,

the God of Israel, please tell Your servant.” And the Lord said, “He will come down.”

Then David said, “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.

20“[God] knows all that can be known. And this He knows instantly and with a fullness of
perfection that includes every possible item of knowledge concerning everything that exists or
could have existed anywhere in the universe at any time in the past or that may exist in the
centuries or ages yet unborn” (A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 56).

19God foreknows the future because He foreordained it (see, for example, Acts 2:23).

18Well has it been said:  “Has it ever occurred to you that it has never occurred to God?”

17This means that God has no IQ, as Intelligence Quotient is a finite measurement.
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Matthew 11:20-21, 23

Then He [Jesus] began to denounce the cities where most of His mighty works had been

done, because they did not repent. “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 … And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to

heaven? You will 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.”

Examples of God’s Omniscience

1. God knows the number and names of the stars.

Psalm 147:4

He determines the number of the stars; He gives to all of them their names (cf.

Isaiah 40:26).
21

2. God knows the number of hairs on our heads.

Matthew 10:30

But even the hairs of your head are all numbered.
22

3. God knows man's thoughts, words, actions, and motives.

Psalm 139:1-4

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. You search out my path and

my lying down and are acquainted with all my ways. Even before a word is on my

tongue, behold, O Lord, You know it altogether (see also Deuteronomy 31:21, 1

Kings 8:39, 1 Chronicles 28:9, Job 31:4, 34:21, Proverbs 15:11, Ezekiel 11:5, Luke

16:15, John 2:24-25, and Acts 1:24).

God knows everything we think, say, and do, and why we think what we think,

say what we say, and do what we do.

22It has been estimated that the number of hairs on the average redhead is 80,000, on the average
brunette 100,000, and on the average blond 120,000 (insert your own joke here ☺).

21How many stars are there? It has been estimated that on a clear, moonless night about 3,000
stars are visible with the unaided eye. A small telescope will increase this number to about
100,000, stars that can be seen in our corner of the Milky Way galaxy, a galaxy that contains
approximately 100 billion stars, with 100 billion such galaxies in God’s universe, resulting in ten
billion trillion stars. It has also been estimated that there are 1 trillion stars for every individual
on planet earth.

18



What Does Scripture Say?: A Study of Systematic Theology Pastor Scott Estell

Exercising God’s Omniscience

“The doctrine of divine omniscience is immeasurably relevant to the day-to-day

experience of the believer. If ever there existed an opportunity to shatter the silly notion

that theology is barren and devoid of practical benefits, this is it” (C. Samuel Storms,

The Grandeur of God, p. 82).

1. Motivation.  Because God is omniscient, we are accountable to Him.

Hebrews 4:13 (NIV)

Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight.  Everything is uncovered and

laid bare before the eyes of Him to Whom we must give account (see also Psalm

11:4, 33:13-15, Proverbs 5:21, 15:3, and Jeremiah 32:19).

Accountability for the Christian will ultimately take place at the Judgment Seat of

Christ (2 Corinthians 5:10).  Because of such accountability, we should be

motivated to forsake sin and pursue righteousness (1 Timothy 6:11 and 2 Timothy

2:22).

Psalm 119:168

I keep Your precepts and testimonies, for all my ways are before You.

Thus, there is both a negative and a positive aspect to God's omniscience.

Negatively, God sees all the wickedness that we do (consider, for example, Cain’s

murder of Abel in Genesis 4 and Achan’s theft in Joshua 7) and judges us

accordingly (1 Samuel 2:3, Psalm 44:20-21, 90:8, 94:4-9, Isaiah 29:15, Jeremiah

16:17, 17:9-10, Hosea 7:2, and Revelation 2:23). This is a sobering thought. As A.

W. Tozer (The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 57) states: "That God knows each

person through and through can be a cause of shaking fear to the man that has

something to hide—some unforsaken sin, some secret crime committed against

man or God." Stephen Charnock (The Existence and Attributes of God, 1:495)

adds: “Temptations have no encouragement to come near him that is constantly

armed with the thoughts that his sin is booked in God’s omniscience.”

“When you think, when you speak, when you read, when you write,

When you sing, when you walk, when you seek for delight,--

To be kept from all wrong both at home and abroad,

Live always as under the eye of your God.”

(anonymous, cited in William Hendriksen, Exposition of Galatians, p. 63)

Positively, however, God also sees all the good that we do (Isaiah 40:27) and

rewards us accordingly (Hebrews 6:10).
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2. Invitation.  Because God is omniscient, we should invite His scrutiny.

As pointed out before, David begins Psalm 139 by declaring God's omniscience.

Notice how he ends the very same Psalm:

Psalm 139:23-24

Search me, O God, and know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! And see if

there be any grievous way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting! (cf. Psalm

26:2)

David realized that he could not possibly hide anything from God. Consequently,

he invited God to "search him out" and reveal his shortcomings.

3. Consolation. God’s omniscience is not only a cause for concern, but also for

comfort.

God is looking at us, but He is also looking out for us. As the songwriter has

written: “His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me” (see Matthew

10:29-31). See also Exodus 3:7 and 9, 2 Chronicles 16:9a, Psalm 1:6a, 33:18-19,

34:15, and Revelation 2:9.  God knows our needs (Matthew 6:8 and 32).

“To us who have fled for refuge to lay hold upon the hope that is set before us in the

gospel, how unutterably sweet is the knowledge that our Heavenly Father knows us

completely. No talebearer can inform on us, no enemy can make an accusation

stick; no forgotten skeleton can come tumbling out of some hidden closet to abash

us and expose our past; no unsuspected weakness in our characters can come to

light to turn God away from us, since He knew us utterly before we knew Him and

called us to Himself in the full knowledge of everything that was against us” (A. W.

Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 57).
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The Attributes of God: Omnipresent

A Description of God’s Omnipresence

The word, omnipresence is a compound, consisting of the prefix, omni, meaning all, and

the root, present.  God is all-present, everywhere, ubiquitous.

Being infinite (unlimited), God is not limited by space (see 1 Kings 8:27 and 2 Chronicles

2:6).
23

His entire presence (God does not parcel Himself out) fills the entirety of the

universe at every moment.  He is all there everywhere.

Psalm 139:7-12

Where shall I go from Your Spirit? Or where shall I flee from Your presence? If I ascend to

heaven, You are there! If I make my bed in Sheol, You are there! If I take the wings of the

morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, even there Your hand shall lead me,

and Your right hand shall hold me. If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me, and the

light about me be night,” even the darkness is not dark to You; the night is bright as the

day, for darkness is as light with You.

Jeremiah 23:24

Can a man hide himself in secret places so that I cannot see him? declares the Lord. Do I

not fill heaven and earth? declares the Lord (see also Isaiah 66:1)

Though God is fully present everywhere in a quantitative sense, He is not so in a

qualitative sense.
24

For example, His presence in the Old Testament tabernacle and

temple (2 Samuel 6:2, Psalm 76:2, and 80:1) was qualitatively different than His presence

elsewhere. Likewise, His presence in the saved (see Romans 8:9a, 1 Corinthians 3:16,

6:19, Galatians 2:20, and Ephesians 2:22)
25

is qualitatively different from His presence in

25 “For God is never so far off, as even to be near. He is within. Our spirit is the home He holds
most dear. To think of Him by our side is almost as untrue As to remove His shrine beyond those

24God is equally present everywhere “ontologically,” but not so “morally,” “spiritually,” or
“ethically” (John Feinberg, No One Like Him, p. 250).

23God is not as big as the universe, nor is He even bigger than the universe. In fact, He does not
have “size.” As Grudem (p. 175; emphasis his) states: “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 “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.”
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the unsaved (see Romans 8:9b; cf. Isaiah 59:2 and Proverbs 15:29a). In like manner, His

presence in Heaven (Deuteronomy 26:15, 1 Kings 8:30, Psalm 2:4, 33:13-14, 113:5, 115:3,

123:1, and Matthew 6:9) is qualitatively different from His presence elsewhere.
26

On Immanence and Transcendence

Corollaries of omnipresence are immanence and transcendence. God is immanent, that

is, He is present within His creation. However, He is also transcendent, that is, He is

present above, beyond, or apart from His creation. Jeremiah 23:23 speaks of both:

"Am I a God at hand, declares the LORD, and not a God far away?" (see also Isaiah

57:15)

An overemphasis on either of these truths leads to theological error. To emphasize

God's immanence to the neglect of His transcendence leads to pantheism (the belief that

the universe is god, not that God is a person who created the universe and is, thus,

separate from it).
27

To emphasize God's transcendence to the neglect of His immanence

leads to deism (the belief that God is so separate from His creation that He is not

personally involved in it).

The Difference God’s Omnipresence Should Make in Our Deeds

1. God’s omnipresence is a cause for concern.

When we sin, we sin in His sight (2 Samuel 12:9, Psalm 51:4, and Isaiah 65:12).

Because God is omnipresent, we cannot escape from Him.
28

28“How terrible should the thoughts of this attribute be to sinners! How foolish it is to imagine
any hiding-place from the incomprehensible God, who fills and contains all things, and is present
in every point of the world. When men have shut the door, and made all darkness within, to
meditate or commit a crime, they cannot in the most intricate recesses be sheltered from the

27According to pantheism, God - the world = 0; according to the Bible, God - the world = God
(C. Samuel Storms, The Grandeur of God, p. 88).

26In a sense God is “more present” in Heaven than elsewhere. “God is present in a special way in
heaven . . . . God manifests his presence more fully in heaven than elsewhere” (Grudem, p. 176).
His presence is “more intense and more intimate” in Heaven (John Frame, The Doctrine of God,
p. 581).  While God is metaphysically present in Hell (Revelation 14:10), He is not morally so.

skies of starry blue. So all the while I thought myself homeless, forlorn, and weary, Missing my
joy, I walked the earth, myself God’s sanctuary” (Henry Thiessen, source unknown).
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Jeremiah 23:24

Can a man hide himself in secret places so that I cannot see him? declares the Lord

(see also Job 34:21-22, Amos 9:2-4, and Obadiah 4).

Like David in Psalm 139, we must acknowledge that we cannot hide or run away

from God. Adam and Eve tried (Genesis 3:8), as did Jonah (Jonah 1:3). Rather

than trying to run away from God, we should find ourselves running to Him.
29

Unlike the teacher, God does not leave the room.

2. God’s omnipresence is a comfort (Psalm 73:23, 139:10, and Jeremiah 15:20b).

“How transporting the thought, that we cannot go where God is not!” (John Dick,

cited in Chafer, 1:222). God does not “have any difficulty dealing with needs and

problems which arise in widely differing locations at the same time. He does not,

however, move from one place to another as a sort of divine superman who flies at

infinite speed. Rather, he simply has access to the whole of creation at all times”

(Erickson, p. 274).

If you are a believer, not only is God near you, He’s in you (1 Corinthians

6:19-20—be careful where you take Him)! This should be a source of great

comfort, especially in times of difficulty (see Psalm 16:8, 23:4, 46:1, and 2 Timothy

4:17).

Matthew 28:20

“And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”

Hebrews 13:5-6

“I will never leave you nor forsake you.” So we can confidently say, “The Lord is my

helper; I will not fear; what can man do to me?”

There is no need to fear when the Lord is near (see Genesis 26:24, Deuteronomy

31:6, 8, Joshua 1:5-6, 9, 1 Chronicles 28:20, Isaiah 41:10, 43:1-2, 5, and Jeremiah

46:28).  He is present to protect.

Also, there’s no such thing as a prayer that “doesn’t make it past the ceiling”—God

is below the ceiling.

29“There is no place at all whither you may flee. Will you flee from him? Flee unto him”
(source unknown, quoted in Grudem, p. 177).

presence of God” (Stephen Charnock, The Existence and Attributes of God, 1:397-398).
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Think not thou canst sigh a sigh

And thy Maker is not by;

Think not thou canst weep a tear

And thy Maker is not near.

(part of poem by William Blake,

quoted in A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 58)

The story has been told of an atheist who once wrote, “God is nowhere.” His young

daughter saw what he wrote and slightly rearranged the letters to read instead, “God is

now here.” According to the story, God used this incident to bring this atheistic father to

faith in Christ.
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The Attributes of God: Holy

A Declaration of God’s Holiness

"Holy, holy, holy
30

is the LORD of hosts” (Isaiah 6:3; cf. Revelation 4:8).

An Explanation of God’s Holiness

The basic idea of the word, holy is separation. Something is holy when it is set apart for

sacred use, for example:

● “holy Scriptures” in Romans 1:2; “sacred writings” in 2 Timothy 3:15; and “holy

Bible”

● “holy ground” in Exodus 3:5: Joshua 5:15’s “the place where you are standing is

holy” (cf. the consecration of Mount Sinai in Exodus 19:23)

● the “holy city,” Jerusalem; the “holy land,” Israel

● holy days/holidays

● Christians as “saints,” or holy ones, in Romans 1:7 and 1 Corinthians 1:2

To say that God is holy means that He is separate from everything else. He is unique,

distinct, special, one-of-a-kind, in a class by Himself.  This is true in two respects:

God’s Metaphysical Holiness

God is separate from everything else in His being or essence, or in relation to Creation.

There is no other being like God.  In this sense, holiness is an attribute of greatness.

Exodus 15:11

“Who is like You, O Lord, among the gods? Who is like You, majestic in holiness,

awesome in glorious deeds, doing wonders?

30This “threepeat” concerning God’s holiness (sometimes called the “trisagion,” from the Greek
word for holy, hagios) is a Hebraic way of emphasizing the superlative of something, much like
our great, greater, greatest; or good, better, best. According to John Frame (The Doctrine of God,
p. 28): “In the Bible, holiness is the only divine attribute proclaimed in threefold repetition.” This
is in keeping with the suggestion (see earlier under The Attributes of God: An Introduction) that
holiness is God’s fundamental attribute.
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1 Samuel 2:2

“There is none holy like the Lord: for there is none besides You; there is no rock like our

God.”

2 Samuel 7:22

“Therefore You are great, O Lord God. For there is none like You, and there is no God

besides You, according to all that we have heard with our ears.”

Psalm 71:19

Your righteousness, O God, reaches the high heavens. You who have done great things, O

God, who is like you?

Psalm 77:13

Your way, O God, is holy. What god is great like our God?

Psalm 86:8

There is none like You among the gods, O Lord, nor are there any works like Yours.

Psalm 89:6-8a

For who in the skies can be compared to the Lord? Who among the heavenly beings is like

the Lord, a God greatly to be feared in the council of the holy ones, and awesome above all

who are around Him? O Lord God of hosts, who is mighty as You are, O Lord …?

Psalm 113:5

Who is like the Lord our God, Who is seated on high?

Isaiah 40:25

To whom then will you compare Me, that I should be like him? says the Holy One.

Isaiah 46:9

Remember the former things of old; for I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and

there is none like Me.

God's transcendent holiness is the basis for what has been called the Creator/creature

distinction. God's essence or being transcends that of His creation to an infinite degree.

Any comparison that is made between God and us is simply a finite representation of

what is in reality an infinite chasm. God is so great that He defies comparison (Psalm

89:6, Isaiah 40:18, and 46:5). God’s holiness of being is vividly seen by the sinless

seraphim of Isaiah 6, who cover themselves in God’s presence (verse 2), then cry, “Holy,

holy, holy” (verse 3).

God’s Moral Holiness

God is separate from everything else in His behavior or expression, or in relation to
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corruption. All of creation (unfallen angels excepted) is tainted by sin to varying degrees

(see Romans 8:19-22). God, however, is totally set apart from sin. "[God] is, as it were,

allergic to sin and evil" (Erickson, p. 285). In this sense, holiness is an attribute of

goodness.

Habakkuk 1:13a

You who are of purer eyes than to see evil and cannot look at wrong.

I John 1:5b

God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all.

Holiness in God involves not only the absence of evil, but also the presence of good.

Negatively, God never does anything wrong; positively, He always does everything right.

He is perfectly pure.

Implications of God’s Holiness

1. Confession.  Because God is holy, we should acknowledge our unholiness.

The reason why we do not fully understand just how sinful we are is because we do

not fully understand just how holy God is (“You thought that I was one like

yourself,” Psalm 50:21) or we forget that God is the standard
31

(Leviticus 11:44-45,

19:2, Job 4:17, Psalm 143:2, Matthew 5:48, and 1 Peter 1:15-16).

When one begins to comprehend just how holy God is, his response should be

similar to that of Isaiah and Peter:

Isaiah 6:5

“Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of

a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!”

Luke 5:8-9

But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus' knees, saying, “Depart from me,

for I am a sinful man, O Lord.” For he and all who were with him were astonished at

the catch of fish that they had taken.

2. Imitation.  Because God is holy, we should be holy ourselves.

Remember, this includes not only the absence of vice, but also the presence of

31“When one measures one’s holiness, not against the standard of oneself or of other humans, but
against God, the need for a complete change of moral and spiritual condition becomes apparent”
(Erickson, p. 286).
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virtue (sin is not just a matter of commission, but also of omission, James 4:17).

1 Peter 1:15-16

But as He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, since it is

written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy” (cf. Leviticus 11:44-45 and 19:2, as well as

Matthew 5:48).

God is perfectly pure. We, as believers, should be characterized by “the relentless

pursuit of perfection,” confident that, even though we will not attain the goal in this

life
32

, we will in the next

Philippians 3:12-14

Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make it

my own, because Christ Jesus has made me His own. Brothers, I do not consider

that I have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and

straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the

upward call of God in Christ Jesus (cf. 2 Corinthians 7:1).

1 John 3:2-3

Beloved, we are God's children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but

we know that when He appears we shall be like Him, because we shall see Him as

He is. And everyone who thus hopes in Him purifies himself as He is pure.

The promise of prospective purity propels the pursuit of present purity.

Sanctification is the process by which the believer becomes progressively set apart

from sin and to righteousness.

3. Glorification.  Because God is holy, we should hallow Him.

Whatever the attribute, we should glorify God simply for who He is (not just for

what He does). This is especially true when it comes to the attribute of God's

holiness.

Revelation 15:4a

Who will not fear, O Lord, and glorify Your name? For You alone are holy (cf. Psalm

30:4, 99:3, 5, 9, and 103:1).

We can glorify God for His holiness particularly through singing (Exodus 15:1a, 11,

32“Proper conduct can be tested by the simple question, Is it holy? This is the believer’s
standard. While he does not always measure up to it, he must never compromise it” (Ryrie, p.
39).
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Revelation 15:3a, and 4a; see such songs as “Holy, Holy, Holy”) and prayer (1

Samuel 2:1a, 2, and Matthew 6:9).

Holiness and Separation

(2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1, et. al.)

God's holiness is the theological basis behind the doctrine and practice known as

separation. Because God is holy and, thus, separate from sin, we, His children,

should take measures to separate ourselves from sin (not necessarily from

sinners).

Separation takes place on two levels: corporately (or ecclesiastically) and

personally. Corporately, we as a church have a responsibility to separate from any

individual or group that practices theological compromise (liberals) or that

associates with one that does (evangelicals). Personally, we as individual believers

have a responsibility to separate from evil by not only resisting temptations to sin,

but also by developing personal standards of conduct designed to prevent us

and/or those around us from being tempted to sin in the first place.
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The Attributes of God: Loving

A Definition of Love

Love is one of the most misunderstood words in the English language. According to many,

love is a strong like, a warm, fuzzy feeling you get when you are with someone you are

interested in. To others, love is lust, mere physical attraction (see 2 Samuel 13:1 and 4).

To yet others, it is license, permitting a person to pursue whatever pleases them.

According to Scripture, however, love is something altogether different.

Rather than a feeling, love is a choice; rather than an emotion, it is an act of the will
33

(Hosea 14:4 and Matthew 5:44). In other words, love is not some passive feeling that

suddenly and inexplicably comes over you. Rather, it is an active choice that is

purposefully and thoughtfully made. Love is not something you "fall into"; instead, it is

something you "jump into." All of this does not imply, however, that love is devoid of

feeling. Feelings are a natural by-product of the choice to love, but they are not its basis.

And rather than being permissive, love is protective.

Love is not strong like, lust, or license. It is loss, selfless sacrifice. Love is that in God

which moves Him to do what is best for His creatures. Because God is loving, He does

(action) what is best for us (selfless). “‘This is true love to any one,’ said Tillotson, ‘to do

the best for him we can.’ This is what God does for those he loves—the best he can” (J. I.

Packer, Knowing God, p. 126). So, love is about giving, rather than getting. It is about

sacrificing self, rather than satisfying self.

A Declaration of God’s Love

“God is love” (1 John 4:8 and 16).  He is “the God of love” (2 Corinthians 13:11).

Love is part of God’s very nature or essence. It is essential to His being. It is impossible

for God to be unloving. If He was, He would not be God. Everything God does can be

characterized as loving.

Descriptions of God’s Love

1. God’s love is unconditional. God's love for the believer comes with "no strings

attached." He does not love us only if or when we meet certain criteria. He loves us

regardless of who we are or what we do. He loves us because He has chosen to love

us.  Period.  This was the basis of His choice of the nation of Israel:

33“Love is a settled purpose of the will involving the whole person in seeking the well-being of
others” (Gordon Lewis, cited in McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:255). Thiessen (p. 86)
describes love as “a rational and voluntary affection.”
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Deuteronomy 7:7-8

“It was not because you were more in number than any other people that the Lord

set His love on you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples, but it is

because the Lord loves you and is keeping the oath that He swore to your fathers,

that the Lord has brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the

house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt” (cf. Hosea 14:4).

God’s love is also the basis of His choice of believers (Ephesians 1:4-5; cf. 1 John

4:19).  His love cannot be earned, nor can it be forfeited.

2. God's love is unusual. After Christ stilled the storm in Matthew 8:26, the disciples

exclaimed: “What sort of man is this, that even winds and sea obey Him?” (Matthew

8:27). The same Greek adjective, translated “what sort of” in Matthew 8:27, is used

to describe God's love for believers in 1 John 3:1: “See what kind of love the Father

has given to us, that we should be called children of God.” The love of Christ for us

“surpasses (literally “to throw beyond”) knowledge” (Ephesians 3:19). "The New

Testament writers had to introduce what was virtually a new Greek word, agape, to

express the love of God as they knew it" (J. I. Packer, Knowing God, p. 124).
34

What makes God’s love so unusual is that He showed it not to the lovely—His

“friends” (John 15:13), the “righteous” (Romans 5:7a), or the “good” (Romans 5:7b),

but to the unlovely—the “ungodly” (Romans 5:6), “sinners” (Romans 5:8), His

“enemies” (Romans 5:10), those who did not love Him (1 John 4:10). “God loved

what is the antithesis of himself; this is its marvel and greatness” (John Murray,

quoted in C. Samuel Storms, The Grandeur of God, p. 144). Ephesians 2:4 calls

God’s love “great,” and Charles Wesley (in his beloved hymn, “And Can It Be?”) calls

His love “amazing!”

3. God's love is unstoppable.

Romans 8:35 and 38-39

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or

persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? … For I am sure that

neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come,

nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to

separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord
35

(cf. Psalm 103:17a and

35“We are constantly tempted to look within ourselves to seek to find some reason why God should
love us. Such searching is, of course, usually discouraging. We usually find within ourselves
reasons why we think God should not love us. Such searching is also unbiblical. The Bible is quite
clear that God does not look within us for a reason to love us. He loves us because we are in Christ

34“The pagan Greeks knew nothing of the love of self-sacrifice for one’s enemy which was
exhibited at Calvary. Therefore, they had no word for that kind of love” (Kenneth Wuest, Bypaths
in the Greek New Testament, 3:114).
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Jeremiah 31:3).  His love is a loyal love.
36

The Demonstration of God’s Love

God demonstrates His love for us in a variety of ways. The supreme expression (Romans

8:32) of His love, however, was the sending of His Son to die for our sins:

John 3:16a

“For God so loved the world
37

, that He gave His only Son ....”

John 15:13

“Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends.”

Romans 5:8

But God shows His love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Galatians 2:20

I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And

the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave

Himself for me.

Ephesians 5:2a

And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave Himself up for us ...

1 John 3:16a

By this we know love, that He laid down His life for us …

1 John 4:9-10

In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent His only Son into the

world, so that we might live through Him. In this is love, not that we have loved God but

37“In John 3:16 God’s love in sending the Lord Jesus is to be admired not because it is extended to
so big a thing as the world, but to so bad a thing; not to so many people, as to such wicked people.
Nevertheless elsewhere John can speak of ‘the whole world’ (1 John 2:2), thus bringing bigness and
badness together” (D.A. Carson, The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God, p. 17; emphasis his).

36The loyal love of God is seen by the Hebrew word, hesed, found some 245 times in the Old
Testament.

Jesus. When He looks at us, He does not look at us as ‘stand alone’ Christians, resplendent in our
own good works, even good works as Christians. Rather, as He looks at us, He sees us united to
His beloved Son, clothed in His righteousness. He loves us, not because we are lovely in ourselves,
but because we are in Christ” (Jerry Bridges, Trusting God, p. 143; emphasis his). See also John
17:23 in this regard.
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that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.

Revelation 1:5b

… To Him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by His blood.

“Almost invariably the New Testament Epistles expound God’s love for us by reference to

the cross. To eliminate the death of Christ for sinners would eviscerate the very heart of

divine love as portrayed in the New Testament” (Carl F. H. Henry, quoted in C. Samuel

Storms, The Grandeur of God, p. 132). “[Christ] was bound to the cross not by the nails of

the military executioner, but by the ‘cords of love’” (John Eadie, quoted in Storms, p. 141).

“Calvary is the supreme demonstration of Divine love. Whenever you are tempted to

doubt the love of God, Christian reader, go back to Calvary” (Arthur Pink, The Attributes of

God, p. 81).

“Settled at the Cross” by the Steve Pettit Evangelistic Team

How I love to read the Book You wrote for me –

You loved the world so much You gave Your Son.

Written there in crimson, You told me I'm forgiven.

It is done, it is done!

So if You never speak another word of blessing,

And the silence leaves me with a sense of loss,

I'll remember when my heart begins to question,

Any doubt that You love me was settled at the cross.

I would be the first to admit I don't deserve

The kind of favor You have always shown.

But You don't have to tell me,

You proved how much You love me,

And I know, I still know

That if You never speak another word of blessing,

And the silence leaves me with a sense of loss,

I'll remember when my heart begins to question,

Any doubt that You love me was settled at the cross.

Not only was God’s love demonstrated in the accomplishment of redemption, but also in

its application:

Ephesians 2:4-5

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which He loved us, even when

we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have

been saved.
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The Difference God’s Love Should Make in Our Deeds

1. Blessing.  Because God is loving, we should praise Him.

Psalm 63:3

Because Your steadfast love is better than life, my lips will praise You.

See also the many other verses in the Old Testament that call upon us to praise God

for His hesed, or loyal love (1 Chronicles 16:34, Psalm 107:1, 8, 15, 21, 31, 118:1, 29,

136:1-3, and 26).

2. Correcting.  Because God is loving, He disciplines us.

Hebrews 12:6

For the Lord disciplines the one He loves, and chastises every son whom He receives

(cf. Proverbs 3:11-12 and Revelation 3:19).

Contrary to popular thinking, love is not permissive
38

; rather, it is protective. A

permissive parent (one who tends to avoid disciplining his child for sinful behavior)

does not truly love his child (Proverbs 13:24). A parent who truly loves his child will

discipline him for sinful behavior in order to prevent that child from persisting in

such behavior and suffering the consequences that go along with it (Proverbs 19:18

and 23:13-14). Likewise, God disciplines us in order to protect us from sin and its

consequences. Though painful, divine discipline is for our ultimate good (Hebrews

12:10-11).

3. Reflecting.  Because God is loving, we ought to be loving.

John 15:12

“This is My commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.”

1 John 4:11

Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.

See also Matthew 5:43-48, John 13:34, Ephesians 5:1-2, 25, 1 John 3:16, and 4:19.

38God’s love is not permissive. The heresy of universalism (the belief that, when all is said and
done, God will give everyone a free pass to heaven) misunderstands God’s love. God’s love is a
holy love. “Holiness is the track on which the engine of love must run” (A. H. Strong, quoted in
McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:250). God punishes every sin—the sin of the unbeliever in
Hell, the sin of the believer on the Cross.
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Because they are the only ones who truly understand what love is, Christians ought

to be the most loving people on the face of the earth (John 13:35). Our lives must be

characterized by love—doing what is best for others.

4. Resting.  Because God loves us, we can rest secure in His love.

If God has chosen to make you a special object of His love, nothing (nothing you do

or anyone else does) can prevent Him from loving you, nor stop Him from loving

you. God is on your side (Psalm 118:6). He is “for” you (Romans 8:31). Believers

are beloved by God (see Romans 1:7, Colossians 3:12, 1 Thessalonians 1:4, and 2

Thessalonians 2:13
39

).  Meditate long and hard on Romans 8:31-39.

39The verbals in Colossians 3:12, 1 Thessalonians 1:4, and 2 Thessalonians 2:13 are in the perfect
tense in the Greek, indicative of a past, point-in-time action, with ongoing result (“having been and
continuing to be beloved” is the idea), reflective of the fact that God’s love for the believer is
continuous.
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The Attributes of God: Merciful

The Concept of Mercy

In Luke 18, Jesus taught a parable (“an earthly story with a heavenly meaning”) about a

Pharisee and a tax collector. In the parable, the Pharisee proudly boasted about his

"righteousness," while the tax collector humbly confessed his sinfulness. The tax

collector's plea was: "God, be merciful to me, a sinner!" (Luke 18:13). This man

understood that, because of his sin, he deserved nothing but God's displeasure. However,

he also understood that God is merciful (Exodus 34:6, Deuteronomy 4:31, Psalm 86:15,

145:8, and 2 Corinthians 1:3), that is, He does not always give us what we deserve (Ezra

9:13 and Psalm 103:10).
40

Therefore, the tax collector appealed to God's mercy, begging

God not to give him what he deserved. As a result, God mercifully withheld His judgment

(Luke 18:14).

Like the tax collector, we deserve nothing but God's judgment for our sin. Romans 6:23

tells us that "the wages of sin is death" (cf. Romans 5:12 and James 1:15). Because we are

sinners, we deserve death, both physical and spiritual.

Every breath we take is a testament to God's mercy (see Lamentations 3:22 in the KJV,

NIV, and NASB margin; cf. Nehemiah 9:31). Because of our sin, we do not deserve to live

another day (Luke 13:1-5).  Yet, God in His mercy does not give us what we deserve.

Even more amazing is God's mercy in salvation. All of us deserve to spend eternity in Hell

because of our sin, yet God mercifully spares some this fate (Ephesians 2:4, Titus 3:5, 1

Peter 1:3, and Jude 21).
41

No wonder God’s mercy is so often called “great” (such as in 2

Samuel 24:14, Nehemiah 9:31, and 1 Peter 1:3; cf. Isaiah 54:7), as well as “rich” (Ephesians

2:4)!

Corollaries of Mercy

Exodus 34:6 and Psalm 86:15 (cf. Psalm 103:8 and 145:8)

… a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger ...

41“That any are saved at all is, however, the amazing thing. If God gave to all what they deserve,
none would be saved.  Everyone would be lost and condemned” (Erickson, p. 295).

40Mercy has also been defined as “[God’s] goodness manifested towards those who are in misery or
distress” (Thiessen, p. 96) and “God’s goodness to those in distress or deserving judgment” (Lewis
and Demarest, 1:222).
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Nehemiah 9:17

… a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger ...

Psalm 103:12-13

As far as the east is from the west, so far does He remove our transgressions from us. As a

father shows compassion to his children, so the Lord shows compassion to those who fear

Him.

Grace

Whereas mercy may be defined as not getting the bad one deserves, grace may be defined

as getting the good one does not deserve. In other words, mercy is the withholding of

deserved cursing (such as death and Hell), while grace is the bestowing of undeserved

blessing (such as life and Heaven). Grace goes one step beyond mercy. God's grace will be

the subject of the next lesson in this study.

Pity and Compassion

Pity may be understood as the emotional aspect of mercy, while compassion may be

viewed as its volitional aspect. Because God is merciful, He "feels sorry" for us in our

miserable condition (see Psalm 103:13-14). His compassion is what causes Him to do

something about it.  In His mercy, He relieves the misery caused by our sin.

James 5:11

… the Lord is compassionate and merciful (James 5:11; cf. Lamentations 3:22).

Longsuffering

To be longsuffering is to be patient with people. God in His mercy patiently "puts up with"

sinners (Romans 9:22, 1 Timothy 1:16, 1 Peter 3:20, and 2 Peter 3:9). He is “slow to anger”

(Exodus 34:6, et. al.). It is God's longsuffering that prevents Him from immediately

unleashing His justice on sinners.

Forgiveness

God in His mercy forgives or pardons those who have offended His holiness by their sin.

Psalm 130:3-4a

If You, O Lord, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand? But with You there is

forgiveness … (cf. Isaiah 55:7)
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Some Consequences of God’s Mercy

1. Because God is merciful, we should be merciful.

Believers are to make every effort to reflect God's attributes of goodness. Thus, we

should be merciful because God is merciful (Luke 6:36). Jesus emphasized this very

point in a parable He taught in Matthew 18:23-35. Though shown great mercy by

his master, the wicked servant showed no mercy to a fellow servant. In like manner,

we have been shown great mercy by our Master. May we respond by freely showing

mercy to others, being forbearing and forgiving.

Ephesians 4:32

Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ

forgave you (see also Colossians 3:13, as well as Luke 10:37).

2. Because God is merciful, we should be grateful.

Being a recipient of God’s mercy is a privilege, not a right (Exodus 33:19//Romans

9:15 and 18). God in His mercy unconditionally saves some, sparing them from the

calamitous consequences of their sin.
42

If this fact does not produce in the believer

an “attitude of gratitude,” nothing will. "We should be amazed that we suffer so

little for the consequences of our sin" (Dan DeHaan, The God You Can Know, p.

56).
43

The question is not: Why do bad things happen to good people? There are no good

people (Mark 10:18 and Romans 3:10-12). The question is: Why does anything

good ever happen to bad people, i.e., anyone? The answer: Because God is

43Jonathan Edwards once wrote: “How far less [are] the greatest afflictions that we meet with in
this world … than we have deserved …. The greatest outward troubles and calamities that we meet
with … must needs appear very little things to the misery which we have deserved … A man may
meet with very great losses … his cattle may die, his corn may be blasted, his barn may be burnt
down and all the goods consumed, and he may be brought from a comfortable living to a poor, low,
stricken state. This is very hard to bear, but alas, how little reason have such to complain if they
do but consider how little this is, compared with that eternal destruction that we have been
informed of.” In like manner, Lisa Beamer, widow of Todd Beamer, one of the 40 individuals
killed by terrorists as a result of the demise of United Flight 93 on September 11, 2001, has said:
“You think you deserve a happy life and get angry when it doesn’t happen like that. In fact you are
a sinner and deserve only death. The fact that God has offered you hope of eternal life is amazing!
You should be overwhelmed with joy and gratitude” (quoted in the September 11, 2002 issue of
Newsweek, p. 42).

42The “calamitous consequences of sin” are seen most vividly in the Tribulation and in Hell.

38



What Does Scripture Say?: A Study of Systematic Theology Pastor Scott Estell
merciful.  Glorify God for His mercy (Romans 15:9).  “The mercies of God! What a

theme for my song” (Thomas Chisholm, opening words to the hymn, “The Mercies

of God”).

3. Because God is merciful, we should be humble.

Like the tax collector in the parable referred to earlier, we should be humbled by

the thought of God's mercy. The more we fully understand what mercy is all about,

the more humbled we should be that God has chosen to shed it upon us so

abundantly. Thomas Hooker, one of the Puritans, was told by his friends while on

his deathbed: "Brother Hooker, you are going to receive your reward shortly."

Hooker's response was: "No, no, I go to receive mercy" (Dan DeHaan, The God

You Can Know, p. 58).

4. Because God is merciful, we should be prayerful.

God stands ready, in accordance with His nature, to manifest His mercy to those in

misery. All we need to do is cry out for it (see Hebrews 4:16, as well as Luke 17:13,

18:13, and 38).

“When . . . we children of the shadows reach at last our home in the light, we shall

have a thousand strings to our harps, but the sweetest may well be the one tuned

to sound forth most perfectly the mercy of God.”

(A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 90)
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The Attributes of God: Gracious

Declarations of God’s Grace

Psalm 116:5

Gracious is the LORD … (cf. Exodus 34:6, Nehemiah 9:17, Psalm 86:15, 103:8, 111:4,

145:8, and Joel 2:13)

1 Peter 5:10

… the God of all grace ….

Definitions of God’s Grace

God's grace is His unearned (Romans 11:6) and undeserved (Romans 3:23-24 and 6:23)

favor shown towards sinners. Because God is gracious, He sometimes gives us what we do

not deserve.
44

Displays of God’s Grace

In Society

God’s grace is displayed in both a general and specific sense, towards all men in general

(“common grace”
45

) and towards believers in particular (“special grace”).
46

God in His

common grace:

1. Creates and sustains physical life

46“The biblical way of putting this distinction would be to say that God is good to all in some
ways and to some in all ways” (J. I. Packer, Knowing God,  p. 162).

45John Murray (quoted in C. Samuel Storms, The Grandeur of God, pp. 119-120) defines
common grace as “every favour of whatever kind or degree, falling short of salvation, which
this undeserving and sin-cursed world enjoys at the hand of God.”

44Other definitions include: “[God’s] sovereign, unmerited favor, given to those who deserve his
wrath” (John Frame, The Doctrine of God, p. 426); “God’s free action in behalf of those who are
meritless” (Chafer, 1:206); “God’s goodness manifested toward the ill-deserving” (Thiessen, p.
87); and “The unmerited or undeserving favor of God to those who are under condemnation”
(Enns, p. 196).
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Acts 17:25

… “He Himself gives to all mankind life and breath …” (cf. Isaiah 42:5 and

Revelation 4:11).

2. Acts kindly towards His creatures

Psalm 145:9

The LORD is good to all, and His mercy is over all that He has made.

Matthew 5:45

“… He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just

and on the unjust.”

Luke 6:35

“... He is kind to the ungrateful and the evil” (cf. Psalm 65:9-13, 104:10-30,

145:15-16, and Acts 14:17).

3. Restrains sin and its effects
47

through such things as human government (through

its laws and law enforcement) and the presence of the Holy Spirit in believers

Matthew 5:13

“You are the salt of the earth …”

2 Thessalonians 2:6-7

And you know what is restraining him now so that he may be revealed in his time.

For the mystery of lawlessness is already at work. Only He who now restrains it will

do so until He is out of the way.
48

4. Gives unsaved men the ability to do cultural or civic good

Romans 2:14-15

For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do what the law requires,

they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law. They show that

the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears

48This is one of the reasons why the Tribulation will be so devastating—as believers are
removed from the earth at the Rapture, so will the Holy Spirit’s restraining influence.

47“God places restraint upon the workings of human depravity and thus prevents the unholy
affections and principles of men from manifesting all the potentialities inherent in them. He
prevents depravity from bursting forth in all its vehemence and violence” (John Murray, quoted
in C. Samuel Storms, The Grandeur of God, p. 120).
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witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them (cf. 2 Kings

10:29-31, Luke 6:32-34, and Acts 28:2).
49

In Salvation

Just as God graciously gives physical life, so He graciously gives spiritual life.

Ephesians 2:4-8

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which He loved us, even when

we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have

been saved—and raised us up with Him and seated us with Him in the heavenly places in

Christ Jesus, so that in the coming ages He might show the immeasurable riches of His

grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have been saved through

faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God
50

(cf. Acts 15:11, 18:27, Romans

3:24
51

, 5:15, 17,  Ephesians 1:7, 2 Timothy 1:9, Titus 2:11, and 3:7).

51John Murray (The Epistle to the Romans, p. 115), commenting on this verse, writes: “No element
in Paul’s doctrine of justification is more central than this--God’s justifying act is not constrained
to any extent or degree by anything that we are or do which could be esteemed as predisposing
God to this act. And not only is it the case that nothing in us or done by us constrains to this act
but all that is ours compels the opposite judgment--the whole world is brought in guilty before God
(cf. vss. 9, 19). The action on God’s part derives its whole motivation, explanation, and
determination from what God himself is and does in the exercise of free and sovereign grace.
Merit of any kind on the part of man, when brought into relation to justification, contradicts the
first article of the Pauline doctrine and therefore of his gospel. It is the glory of the gospel of
Christ that it is one of free grace.”

50God’s grace as set forth in this passage is magnified all the more in light of the groundwork
Paul lays in verses 1-3, showing how we were spiritually dead (verse 1), spiritually dominated
(verses 2-3a), and spiritually doomed (verse 3b). BUT GOD (verse 4)! “It is precisely because
people today have lost sight of the depths of human depravity that they think so little of divine
grace. What makes Paul’s declaration that we are ‘saved by grace’ so significant is his earlier
declaration that we were ‘dead’ in trespasses and sins” (C. Samuel Storms, The Grandeur of
God, p. 124).

49Though God enables unsaved men to do “good” in a cultural or civic sense, such “goodness”
is not meritorious, i.e., it does not in any way earn God’s favor (Proverbs 15:8a//21:27 and
Isaiah 64:6), the reason being that unsaved men never do “good” for the right reason, to glorify
God. The Westminster Confession of Faith (cited in John Frame, The Doctrine of God, p. 434)
states: “Works done by unregenerate men, although for the matter of them they may be things
which God commands; and of good use both to themselves and others: yet, because they
proceed not from an heart purified by faith; nor are done in a right manner, according to the
Word; nor to a right end, the glory of God, they are therefore sinful, and cannot please God, or
make a man meet to receive grace from God ….”
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In Sanctification

Not only is salvation “all of grace”
52

, but so is sanctification. Just as God graciously

sustains physical life, so He graciously sustains spiritual life. The desire and ability to do

right after one is saved is a gracious gift from God

1 Corinthians 15:10

But by the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace toward me was not in vain. On the

contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that

is with me.

Titus 2:12

[The grace of God is] training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to

live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age (cf. Ephesians 2:10 and

Philippians 2:12-13).
53

“I need not torment myself with the fear that my faith may fail; as grace led me to faith in

the first place, so grace will keep me believing to the end. Faith, both in its origin and

continuance, is a gift of grace” (J. I. Packer, Knowing God, p. 136). “‘Tis grace hath

brought me safe thus far, And grace will lead me home” (from stanza 3 of “Amazing

Grace” by John Newton).

O Lamb of God, still keep me

Close to Thy pierced side.

‘Tis only there in safety

And peace I can abide.

What foes and snares surround me.

What lusts and fears within!

The grace that sought and found me

Alone can keep me clean.

(cited in D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Romans, 4:350)

53Sadly, there are some who believe that God's grace gives the believer a license to sin (see
Romans 6:14-15 and Jude 4). However, Romans 6:1-2 and Titus 2:11-12 clearly teach that
grace and godliness are inseparable.

52The title of a book on salvation by Charles Spurgeon.
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In Service

Paul understood that it was only by God's grace that he was in the ministry. The

opportunity and ability
54

to serve in the local church is a great privilege!

Ephesians 3:7-8

Of this gospel I was made a minister according to the gift of God's grace, which was given

me by the working of His power. To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, this

grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ (cf. Romans

1:5, 15:15-16, 1 Corinthians 3:10, Galatians 2:9, and Ephesians 3:2).

In Suffering

According to Paul, suffering for the cause of Christ is a privilege:

Philippians 1:29

For it has been granted
55

to you that for the sake of Christ you should not only believe in

Him but also suffer for His sake (cf. Acts 5:41).

And when we do suffer, it is God’s grace that sustains us:

2 Corinthians 12:7-9

… [A] thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me …. Three times

I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me. But He said to me, “My grace

is sufficient for you ….”

The Difference God’s Grace Should Makes in Our Deeds

1. Because God is gracious, we should be gracious.

Believers are expected to emulate God's attributes of goodness, graciousness being

one of them. Remembering how gracious God has been to us, His enemies

(Romans 5:10), we should be gracious to everyone, including our enemies (see

55The Greek verb translated “it has been granted” in Philippians 1:29 is charizomai, the noun
form of which is charis, the Greek word for grace.

54“Spiritual gifts” are just that—gifts! “Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to
us” (Romans 12:6; cf. Ephesians 4:7 and 1 Peter 4:10). One of the New Testament words used
to describe spiritual gifts is charismata, the root of which is charis, the Greek word for grace.
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Matthew 5:43-48).

2. Because God is gracious, we should be humble. There is nothing that we have

done, are doing, or ever will do to earn God’s grace:

1 Corinthians 4:7

“ . . . What do you have that you did not receive? If then you received it, why do

you boast as if you did not receive it?”

Remember, it is by the grace of God that we are what we are (1 Corinthians 15:10).

“To the degree that we are aware of the grace of God in our lives, to that degree we

are walking humbly before God” (Dan DeHaan, The God You Can Know, p. 59).

3. Because God is gracious, we should be grateful.

God is not obligated to show grace to anyone (Exodus 33:19).
56

If He was, it would

no longer be grace (Romans 11:6).
57

Grace and gratitude go hand-in-hand.
58

2 Corinthians 9:15

Thanks be to God for His inexpressible gift!

4. Because God is gracious, we should praise Him.

Ephesians 1:3-14 is a hymn of praise for God’s grace in salvation (see especially

verse 6).
59

Some of our most beloved hymns have God’s grace as their focus

59The structure of the hymn is as follows: Stanza 1 focusing on God the Father’s role in
salvation (verses 3-5), chorus (verse 6), Stanza 2 focusing on God the Son’s role in salvation
(verses 7-11), chorus (verse 12), Stanza 3 focusing of God the Holy Spirit’s role in salvation
(verses 13-14a), chorus (verse 14b).

58“It has been said that in the New Testament doctrine is grace, and ethics is gratitude; and
something is wrong with any form of Christianity in which, experientially and practically, this
saying is not being verified” (J. I. Packer, Knowing God, p. 137).

57“Although God is gracious in His eternal being, He need not be gracious or shower His grace
upon anyone. If grace were at any time an obligation of God, it would cease to be grace” (C.
Samuel Storms, The Grandeur of God, p. 126; emphasis his).

56“Only when it is seen that what decides each man’s destiny is whether or not God resolves to
save him from his sins, and that this is a decision which God need not make in any single case,
can one begin to grasp the biblical view of grace” (J. I. Packer, Knowing God, p. 132).
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(Amazing Grace

60
; Grace! ‘Tis a Charming Sound; Only a Sinner; Wonderful

Grace of Jesus). Praise God, His grace is rich (Ephesians 1:7), immeasurably so

(Ephesians 2:7), and abundant (Romans 5:17 and 20)!

5. Because God is gracious, we should be motivated to serve Him more, not less,

fervently.

Some discourage teaching and preaching on God’s grace, fearing it will squelch

commitment, service, etc. However, several passages in Scripture indicate

otherwise. Consider, once again, Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 15:10 (emphasis

mine):

But by the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace toward me was not in vain.

On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I,

but the grace of God that is with me (cf. Ephesians 2:10, Philippians 2:12-13,

Colossians 1:29, and Titus 2:11-12).

Great God of wonders! all thy ways

Display the attributes divine;

But countless acts of pardoning grace

Beyond thine other wonders shine:

Who is a pardoning God like Thee?

Or who has grace so rich and free?

In wonder lost, with trembling joy,

We take the pardon of our God;

Pardon for crimes of deepest dye,

A pardon bought with Jesu’s blood:

Who is a pardoning God like Thee?

Or who has grace so rich and free?

O may this strange, this matchless grace,

This God-like miracle of love,

Fill the wide earth with grateful praise,

As now it fills the choirs above!

Who is a pardoning God like Thee?

Or who has grace so rich and free?

(Samuel Davies, recited in J. I. Packer, Knowing God, p. 134)

60John Newton, who wrote the hymn, “Amazing Grace” once said: “If I ever reach heaven I
expect to find three wonders there: First, to meet some I had not thought to see there. Second,
to miss some I had thought to meet there. And third, the greatest wonder of all, to find myself
there!”
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The Attributes of God:  Wise

Declarations of God’s Wisdom

Job 9:4

“He is wise in heart ….”

Job 12:13

“With God are wisdom and might ….”

Daniel 2:20

“… to Whom belong wisdom and might.”

Romans 11:33

Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God …!

Romans 16:27

To the only wise God be glory forevermore .…

Colossians 2:3

In Whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.
61

The Distinction Between Knowledge and Wisdom

What exactly does it mean to say that God is wise? In order to answer this question, we

must first distinguish between knowledge and wisdom.

● Knowledge is the possession/apprehension of facts. Wisdom goes a step further.

Wisdom is the practice/application of facts.

● Knowledge is to know, while wisdom is to know how.

● Knowledge describes mental/intellectual ability, wisdom moral/ethical ability.

One can possess a lot of knowledge and yet be unwise. Likewise, one can have relatively

little knowledge and yet be wise.
62

This does not imply, however, that knowledge is

62“The Bible’s assessment of a smart person without God is ‘fool’ (1 Cor 1:20), and the humblest,
least literate, untutored, but pious person is, in God’s eyes, truly wise. How reversed we usually

61God’s wisdom is sometimes referred to as His omnisapience (omni, all + sapience, wisdom).
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unimportant. We should make every effort to acquire as much knowledge as possible, for

it is only by possessing knowledge that we can make proper use of it.
63

God is both omniscient and wise. He perfectly knows all facts and how to perfectly use

them (Romans 11:33). Being omnipotent, He has the ability to perfectly use them (see Job

9:4, 12:13, and Daniel 2:20, where God’s wisdom is conjoined with His power).

Describing and Defining God’s Wisdom

According to McCune (A Systematic Theology, 1:233), “God applies His knowledge in

such a way that the best means are employed to achieve the highest ends in order to

glorify Himself the most.” A. W. Tozer (The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 60) likewise

describes God’s wisdom as “the ability to devise perfect ends and to achieve those ends by

the most perfect means,” as does Thiessen (p. 82): “Wisdom is the intelligence of God

displayed in the choice of the highest ends and of the fittest means for the

accomplishment of those ends.” In other words, God knows the best destinations and the

best directions to reach such destinations.

A simple definition of God’s wisdom is that God makes no mistakes.

Psalm 18:30

This God--His way is perfect ....

Everything God does is perfect. Nothing God does can be improved upon. Nothing can be

added to or taken away from what God does in order to make it better (Ecclesiastes 3:14).

Thus, at every moment, it is the best of all possible worlds (McCune).

I know God makes no mistakes.

He leads in every path I take

along the way that’s leading me to home.

Though at times my heart would break,

There’s a purpose in every change He makes;

That others would see my life and know that God makes no mistakes.

(Kim Moore, “God Makes No Mistakes”)

63Charnock (1:508) reminds: “Men may have knowledge without wisdom, but not wisdom without
knowledge.”

have it!” (Robet Alden, Proverbs: A Commentary on an Ancient Book of Timeless Advice, p. 22).
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His way is perfect.  His way is perfect.

Though I don’t understand His wise and loving plan,

His way is perfect.  His way is perfect.

Take my life and make a vessel purified.

God makes no mistakes; His way is best.

(Betsy Kistler, “His Way is Perfect”)

Displays of God’s Wisdom

In Creation

Psalm 104:24

O LORD, how manifold are Your works! In wisdom have You made them all …. (cf. Psalm

136:5, Proverbs 3:19, 8:27-30, Jeremiah 10:12, and 51:15).

In Conversion

Ephesians 3:10

So that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the

rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.

See also Romans 11:33, regarding which Grudem (p. 193) states: “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!’ (Romans 11:33).”

The Designs of God’s Wisdom

In describing God’s wisdom earlier in this lesson, many mentioned that God in His

wisdom devises the highest or perfect ends.  What are these ends?

God's Glory

Ecclesiastes 3:14

I perceived that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor

anything taken from it. God has done it, so that people fear before Him.

The primary reason why God does anything is to bring honor and glory to Himself. Being

God, He has no other choice but to do so. He would be unjust were He not to give Himself
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the honor and glory He so richly deserves.

64

Romans 11:36

… [T]o Him are all things. To Him be glory forever. Amen.

Our Good

Romans 8:28

And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who

are called according to His purpose.

God does not do things to us, so much as He does things for us.

"All God's acts are done in perfect wisdom, first for His own glory, and then for the

highest good of the greatest number for the longest time" (A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of

the Holy, p. 60). One example of this two-fold design of God's wisdom is seen in the

raising of Lazarus from the dead (John 11). Obviously, Lazarus's resurrection was

beneficial to several individuals. Notice, however, the ultimate reason for this great

miracle, as declared by Christ prior to the fact:

John 11:4

“This illness does not lead to death. It is for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may

be glorified through it” (cf. John 9:3).

The greatest example of this two-fold design is the Cross.

The Difference God’s Wisdom Should Make in Our Deeds

1. Because God is wise, we should revere and rejoice in Him.

Daniel 2:20

… “Blessed be the name of God forever and ever, to whom belong wisdom and

might.”

Romans 16:27

To the only wise God be glory forevermore through Jesus Christ! Amen.

See also Ecclesiastes 3:14, Romans 11:33-36, Revelation 5:12, and 7:12.

64“God must choose his own glory ahead of all else. As the only infinite being, this is what he
must do. To put something else in the primary place would in effect be a case of idolatry”
(Erickson, p. 288).

50



What Does Scripture Say?: A Study of Systematic Theology Pastor Scott Estell

O rejoice in the Lord.  He makes no mistake.

He knoweth the end of each path that I take.

For when I am tried and purified,

I shall come forth as gold.

(Ron Hamilton, “Rejoice in the Lord,” based on Job 23:10)

2. Because God is wise, we should not rip Him.

Whenever we consider what God does, we must remember that we are looking at

such from a very limited perspective. Being finite, we do not know all that God

knows (see Isaiah 55:8-9 and Romans 11:33). Furthermore, we are fallen, unable

to rightly reason. Therefore, we should be careful not to question God's character

by accusing Him of being unwise in His dealings with us (the reason why God takes

the sin of complaining so seriously—see 1 Corinthians 10:10). No matter how "bad"

something might seem to us, it is in reality a good thing. Though we may not

immediately (if ever) understand how, God is being glorified and man is being

benefited by it.

3. Because God is wise, we should rest in Him.

Just as a child must trust the wisdom of his parents to know and do what is best for

him, so must we trust the wisdom of our Heavenly Father to know and do what is

best for us. Rather than trying to wrest the controls of our lives away from God, or

wrestle with Him over the control of our lives, we should rest in His control. See

Proverbs 3:5-6 and 1 Peter 4:19.
65

Tho’ the pathway before you uncertain may be,

Trust the Lord no good thing to withhold back from thee;

He is perfect in wisdom and faithful to bless.

Trust His Word; in His time He will give you His best.

(Joe Zichterman, “Wait On the Lord”)

4. Because God is wise, we should reflect Him.

Believers are expected to emulate God's attributes of goodness, wisdom being one

of them. In order to be wise, we must go to God, who gives it (Daniel 2:21 and

65A very helpful book in this regard is Trusting God: Even When Life Hurts by Jerry Bridges.
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James 1:5).  This means that we must:

● First go to God for salvation (see Psalm 111:10 and Proverbs 9:10, as well as

2 Timothy 3:15)

● Then go to God in supplication (as did Solomon in 1 Kings 3; cf. James 1:5)

● And also go to God in Scripture (see Proverbs 2:6, as well as Psalm

119:98-100)
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The Attributes of God:  Just

Exclamations

Deuteronomy 32:4

“… [A]ll His ways are justice.  ... just and upright is He.”

Psalm 92:15

… [T]he LORD is upright … there is no unrighteousness in Him.

Psalm 97:2

… [R]ighteousness and justice are the foundation of His throne.

Psalm 119:137

Righteous are You, O Lord, and right are Your rules.

See also Genesis 18:25, Psalm 11:7, 129:4, 145:17, Isaiah 45:21, Daniel 4:37, 9:7, 14, John 17:25,

Romans 9:14, Revelation 15:3, and 16:5.

Explanation

In Leviticus 19:35-36, God said to the Israelites through Moses: “You shall do no wrong

in judgment, in measures of length or weight or quantity. You shall have just balances,

just weights, a just ephah, and a just hin” (cf. Deuteronomy 25:13-16, Proverbs 11:1,

16:11, 20:10, and 23).

A “just” unit of measurement was one that was right or fair because it conformed to a

standard. To say that God is just is to say that He is right or fair because He conforms to

a standard. The standard is God Himself. “Everything in the universe is good to the

degree it conforms to the nature of God and evil as it fails to do so” (A. W. Tozer, The

Knowledge of the Holy, p. 87). There is no standard of righteousness or fairness

external to God to which He must conform. If there was, it would be God.
66

Since God

is the standard, everything God does is right or fair. God does not do things because

they are right; they are right because He does them.

God is never unrighteous or unfair in His dealings, though it may sometimes seem so to

66“It is sometimes said, ‘Justice requires God to do this,’ referring to some act we know He will
perform. This is an error of thinking as well as of speaking, for it postulates a principle of justice
outside of God which compels Him to act in a certain way. Of course there is no such principle.
If there were it would be superior to God” (A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 87).
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us. However, our perspective is limited. Asaph realized this truth in Psalm 73. From

Asaph's limited perspective, it seemed like God was being unjust in allowing the wicked

to prosper
67

(verses 3-12) and the righteous to suffer (verses 13-14). However, once he

understood God's unlimited perspective, his doubts were dispelled (verses 16-28).

Execution

Because God is just, He is a righteous judge (Psalm 7:11 and 2 Timothy 4:8), dealing

justly with men, punishing or rewarding them in accordance with what they deserve

(unless He decides to act in mercy by not giving them what they deserve or in grace by

giving them what they do not deserve).
68

See Psalm 9:4, 8, 96:10, 13, 98:9, Isaiah 11:4,

Acts 17:31, Romans 2:5, 2 Thessalonians 1:5, 1 Peter 2:23, Revelation 16:7, and 19:2.

Romans 2:9-10

There will be tribulation and distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first

and also the Greek, but glory and honor and peace for everyone who does good ….

God Executes His Justice by Punishing Disobedience

Theologians call this God’s “retributive justice” (or His punitive justice).

Isaiah 3:11

Woe to the wicked! It shall be ill with him, for what his hands have dealt out shall be

done to him.

Daniel 9:13-14

As it is written in the Law of Moses, all this calamity has come upon us; yet we have not

entreated the favor of the Lord our God, turning from our iniquities and gaining insight

by Your truth. Therefore the Lord has kept ready the calamity and has brought it upon

us, for the Lord our God is righteous in all the works that He has done, and we have not

obeyed His voice.

See also Nehemiah 9:33, Galatians 6:8a, and Revelation 16:4-7.

God is the standard; since God is perfect, the standard He demands is perfection

68Because God is just, every sin must be punished. God cannot overlook sin. Either the sinner
himself pays the price (in Hell) or Jesus pays the price for him (on the Cross). See Romans
3:21-26.

67“In the past we often heard the slogan ‘crime does not pay.’ But crime frequently does pay, and
sometimes quite handsomely! Leaders in organized crime often accumulate huge amounts of
earthly wealth” (Erickson, p. 289).
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(Matthew 5:48 and 1 Peter 1:15-16; cf. James 2:10).

69
Since we fail to meet this standard

(Romans 3:23), God is perfectly just in punishing us for our sin to the ultimate degree.
70

God Executes His Justice by Rewarding Obedience

Theologians call this God’s “remunerative justice.”

1 Samuel 26:23

“The Lord rewards every man for his righteousness and his faithfulness ….”

Psalm 18:24

So the Lord has rewarded me according to my righteousness, according to the cleanness

of my hands in His sight.

70The “ultimate degree” is eternity in Hell. The reason why Hell is such a stumbling block to so
many is because so many minimize the severity of sin. The punishment for a crime is
proportionate to the value of the victim. For example, killing a human warrants a stiffer penalty
than killing an animal (not that killing an animal is a crime), because humans are made in God’s
image (Genesis 1:27, 9:6, and James 3:9), while animals are not. Because sin’s “victim” is God
(Genesis 39:9, 1 Samuel 12:23, 2 Samuel 12:13, Psalm 51:4, Luke 15:18, and Acts 5:4), and God
is infinite, sin’s punishment must be infinite. “... [T]the infinite horrors of hell are intended by
God to be a vivid demonstration of the infinite value of his glory which sinners have belittled ...
hell is the clearest testimony to the infiniteness of the sin of failing to glorify God” (John Piper,
Let the Nations be Glad!, p. 127). “A sin against the infinite God takes on proportions of
infinity; it requires infinite retribution. The response must be commensurate with the offense …
Every sin, great or small by human standards, is against God (Ps 51:4), and therefore accrues
infinite demerit. A finite being is required to pay this endless guilt in an unending amount of
time. Only in this way are the perfect equity and retributive justice of God upheld. Anything
other than eternal punishment slurs the character of God” (Rolland McCune, Promise
Unfulfilled, p. 295). Furthermore, since the unbeliever’s rebellion against God will never end,
neither can God’s punishment for it. “... [I]n hell the sins of the unrepentant go on for ever and
ever. They do not become righteous in hell. They are given over to the corruption of their nature
so that they continue rebelling and deserving eternal punishment eternally” (John Piper, Let the
Nations be Glad!, p. 128).

69Do you have to be perfect to go to heaven? YES! “The righteousness He requires is the
righteousness His righteousness requires Him to require.” The only way to Heaven is through
Christ (John 14:6, Acts 4:12, and 1 Timothy 2:5), for only Christ met the standard of perfection
demanded by God (Matthew 3:15). At the moment of salvation, Christ’s righteousness is
imputed to the believer (placed on his account), causing God to declare the believer righteous
positionally (justification), providing passage into Heaven. See Romans 5:19b and 2 Corinthians
5:21b.
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Isaiah 3:10

Tell the righteous that it shall be well with them, for they shall eat the fruit of their

deeds.

Ephesians 6:8

Knowing that whatever good anyone does, this he will receive back from the Lord ….

Hebrews 6:10

For God is not unjust so as to overlook your work and the love that you have shown for

His name in serving the saints, as you still do.

See also Psalm 58:11, Matthew 25:21, and Galatians 6:8b.

When we think of God's justice, we usually think of it only in negative terms, i.e., God

punishing disobedience. However, His justice also has a positive side. Because God is

just, He rewards obedience. If He did not, He would not be just. Here’s the incredible

thing: Though He is the One who works within us to give us the desire and ability to do

right (Philippians 2:13), we get the blessing that results from doing right (Psalm 19:11,

119:1-2, Luke 11:28, and James 1:25).

When does God execute His justice? Sometimes, God chooses to execute His justice

upon men during their earthly lifetimes. This was especially true with the Jews during

the theocracy. In the theocracy, there was an immediate cause-and-effect relationship

between actions and their consequences. The effects of our actions, however, are often

far removed from their causes. Nevertheless, the consequences usually come sometime

during our earthly existence. However, God is not obligated to execute His justice upon

an individual while that individual is still alive on this earth. He has all eternity to

execute His justice. This means that even though all wrongs may not be righted in this

life, they will be eventually. God's justice demands an eventual reconciliation between

men's actions and their consequences. As Erickson (p. 289) states: "The justice of God

must not be evaluated on a short-term basis. Within this life it will often be incomplete

or imperfect. Earthly life is not all there is, however. There is a life beyond, and in the

scope of all eternity, God's justice will be complete.”
71

71“I am reminded of the story of a farmer who was an unbeliever and antagonistic to the gospel.
He owned a piece of land contiguous to the local church. On the Lord’s Day he got great joy out
of running his tractor back and forth beside the church. Spring came, and his corn sprouted. It
was more than knee-high by the Fourth of July, and in the fall there was a tremendous harvest.
He had the greatest satisfaction in this, so he wrote a letter to the pastor of the church. In it he
said that obviously God did not exist because the farmer had consciously gone against what the
Christians felt were the structures of God, and yet look how he was blessed. The pastor wrote
just one line back to him: ‘God doesn’t settle his accounts in October’” (R. Kent Hughes,
Romans, p. 37).
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Ecclesiastes 12:14

For God will bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or

evil.

“Pay Day—Someday”
72

(2 Thessalonians 1:6-9).

For the believer, God’s justice will be meted out at the Judgment Seat of Christ (1

Corinthians 3:10-15 and 2 Corinthians 5:10); for the unbeliever, at the Great White

Throne Judgment (Revelation 20:11-15).

Exhortations

1. Because God is just, we should do right, not wrong.

From a negative standpoint, God's justice should motivate us to forsake sin, as we

realize that God will punish every act of disobedience. Dread of His wrath should

result in not doing wrong. “If we know that retributive judgment faces us at the

end of the road, we shall not live as otherwise we would” (J. I. Packer, Knowing

God, p. 143).

From a positive standpoint, God's justice should motivate us to pursue

righteousness, as we realize that God will also reward every act of obedience

(Galatians 6:9).  Desire for His reward should result in doing right.

2. Because God is just, we should not seek revenge.

Because God is just, He will eventually right all wrongs (see, for example, 2

Thessalonians 1:6). This is His responsibility, not ours. No matter how tempted

to do so, we should never take justice into our own hands.

Romans 12:19

Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is

written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay, says the Lord” (cf. Proverbs 20:22).

3. Because God is just, we should repent and receive.

As pointed out in footnote 68, because God is just, each individual’s debt of sin

will ultimately be paid, either in Hell or on the Cross. It is only by repentant faith

in Jesus Christ that the payment is transferred from the sinner to the Savior. So,

repent from sin and receive Him in order to avert the righteous wrath of God and

72The title of a famous sermon preached by Robert G. Lee (a sermon that he preached an
incredible 1,275 times).
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receive the righteousness of God’s Son.

4. Because God is just, we should replicate His justice.

Believers are expected to emulate God's attributes of goodness, justice being one

of them. Every effort should be made to rightly respond to right by rightly

rewarding it and to wrong by rightly retributing it.
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The Attributes of God: Infinite

A Declaration

Job 11:7-9

“Can you find out the deep things of God? Can you find out the limit of the Almighty? It is

higher than heaven—what can you do? Deeper than Sheol—what can you know? Its

measure is longer than the earth and broader than the sea.

A Definition

To say that God is infinite is to say that He is not finite, or limited. Thus, He is unlimited

(and unlimitable
73

).

A Description

God is not limited by time, being eternal; therefore, He cannot be described with temporal

measurements (such as years).

God is not limited by space, being omnipresent and immense
74

(see 1 Kings 8:27//2

Chronicles 2:6); therefore, He cannot be described with spatial measurements (such as

height and weight).

God is unlimited in knowledge, being omniscient (see Psalm 147:5); therefore, He cannot

be described with intellectual measurements (such as IQ).

God is unlimited in power, being omnipotent; therefore, He cannot be described with

strength measurements (such as how much He can bench press).

God is unlimited in authority, being sovereign.

Only God is infinite; everything else is finite. There is an infinite gap between God and

74God in His omnipresence fills the entirety of the universe with the entirety of His being at every
moment (He is spatially immanent), while in His immensity He is not limited to the universe (He
is spatially transcendent).

73God does have some limitations, but they are self-imposed.  He is limited by His nature and will.
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everything else.

75

A Difference God’s Infinitude Makes

Because God is infinite, there is no limit to His love for us. As Charles Wesley wrote in his

hymn, “Love Divine, All Loves Excelling”: “Pure, unbounded love Thou art.” Likewise, as

Fanny Crosby wrote in her hymn, “Praise Him! Praise Him!”: “Love unbounded,

wonderful, deep and strong.” And as Annie Johnson Flint wrote in “He Giveth More

Grace”: “His love has no limit,” as well as “His grace has no measure” and “His power has

no boundary known unto men.”

75“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” (Grudem, p. 162; emphasis his).
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The Attributes of God:  Incomprehensible

Declarations

Job 37:5

God thunders wondrously with His voice; He does great things that we cannot

comprehend.

Romans 11:33-34

Oh, 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?”

See also Judges 13:18
76

, Job 5:9, 9:10, 11:7-9, Psalm 40:5, 139:6, 145:3, Isaiah 40:28,

55:8-9, and Ephesians 3:19.

A Definition

To say that God is incomprehensible is to say that He cannot be completely

comprehended.

A Description

Though God cannot be fully known, He can be truly known (see Jeremiah 9:24 and

Romans 1:19).
77

“Human understanding is incapable of comprehending God completely,

but it is able to apprehend Him sufficiently” (Norman Geisler and William Nix, A General

Introduction to the Bible, p. 185; emphasis theirs).

Eternal existence in heaven will help us know God better, but never exhaustively, for the

finite will never fully comprehend the infinite. “God is a subject of study that we will

never master” (Grudem, p. 151).

77“Agnosticism” erroneously contends that God is incapable of being known. McCune
(“Systematic Theology 1,” p. 105) quips: “Those who say God is unknowable claim a great deal
of knowledge about Him!”

76“Wonderful” in this verse means incomprehensible (see NASB marginal note; NIV: “beyond
understanding”).  See also Isaiah 9:6.
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The only conduits of revelation we have about God, the world (Psalm 19:1-6) and the

Word (Psalm 19:7-11), are finite and, therefore, incapable of comprehensively

communicating the greatness of God.
78

A Difference God’s Incomprehensibility Should Make in Our Deeds

Because God is incomprehensible, He is worthy of our worship.

Psalm 145:3

Great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised; and His greatness is unsearchable.

Romans 11:33-36

Oh, 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 forever.

Amen.

“If I could fully understand God, I could not worship Him, as He would not be as great as

some of the people closest to me that I don’t always fully understand” (Charles Wood).

“The point is not to completely understand God, but to worship Him. Let the very fact

that you cannot know Him fully lead you to praise Him for His infiniteness and grandeur”

(Francis Chan).

78“When we try to imagine what God is like we must of necessity use that-which-is-not-God as the
raw material for our minds to work on; hence whatever we visualize God to be, He is not, for we
have constructed our image out of that which He has made and what He has made is not God”
(A.W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 8).
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The Attributes of God:  Immutable

Declarations

Malachi 3:6

“For I the LORD do not change ….”

Hebrews 13:8

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.

James 1:17

… the Father of lights, with Whom there is no variation or shadow due to change.

See also Exodus 3:14’s “I AM,” as well as Psalm 102:26-27//Hebrews 1:11-12.

A Definition

To say that God is immutable is to say that He is not mutable, or changeable. He is

unchanging and unchangeable.

A Description

God is always the same. He does not change, nor can He. He is perfect.
79

“He cannot

change for the better, for He is already perfect; and being perfect, He cannot change for

the worse” (Arthur Pink, The Attributes of God, p. 37). God will always be what He has

always been.  God neither grows nor decays (McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:236).

● God’s person is unchanging (2 Timothy 2:13), the claims of “process theology”

notwithstanding.
80

● God’s plans are unchanging (Psalm 33:11, Proverbs 19:21, Isaiah 14:24, 46:10-11,

80Process theology is the belief that God is in the process of becoming. For refutations of this
heresy, see Grudem, pp. 166-168; John Feinberg, None Like Him, pp. 172-179; and C. Samuel
Storms, The Grandeur of God, Appendix B.

79Accordingly, His attributes are sometimes referred to as His “perfections.”
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and Hebrews 6:17).

81

● God’s promises are unchanging (Joshua 21:45, 23:14, 1 Kings 8:56, and Hebrews

6:13-19).

God is a Rock (Deuteronomy 32:4, Psalm 18:2, 89:26, 94:22, and Isaiah 26:4).

Change and decay in all around I see:

O Thou who changest not, abide with me!

(Henry Lyte, “Abide With Me”)

We blossom and flourish as leaves on the tree,

And wither and perish—but naught changeth Thee.

(Walter Smith, “Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise”)

Great is Thy faithfulness, O God my Father!

There is no shadow of turning with Thee;

Thou changest not, Thy compassions they fail not;

As Thou hast been Thou forever wilt be.

(Thomas Chisholm, “Great is Thy Faithfulness”)

Some Differences God’s Immutability Should Make in Our Deeds

81Much has been made of such passages as Exodus 32:9-14, Judges 2:18, 2 Samuel 24:16//1
Chronicles 21:15, Psalm 106:45, Isaiah 38:1-5, Jeremiah 42:10, Amos 7:3, 6, and Jonah 3:10,
especially in light of such passages as Numbers 23:19 and 1 Samuel 15:29. The potential tension
between them is satisfactorily resolved in Ryrie, p. 38; Erickson, p. 279; Grudem, pp. 164-165; J. I.
Packer, Knowing God, p. 80; C. Samuel Storms, The Grandeur of God, pp. 112-116; John Frame,
The Doctrine of God, pp. 561-566; McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:239-243; John Feinberg, No
One Like Him, pp. 274-276; and Bruce Ware, God’s Lesser Glory, pp. 86-98. McCune (A
Systematic Theology, 1:240-241) explains: “An unchangeable God must change in His dealings
with changeable men in order to remain changeless in His being and character … immutability
does not mean immobility.” God is stable, not static (Erickson, p. 279). See Jeremiah 18:7-10,
26:3, 13, 19, Joel 2:13-14, and Jonah 3:9-10.
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1. Because God is immutable, we can take comfort in His constancy, knowing that He

is ever stable, reliable, dependable, faithful.

Isaiah 26:4

“Trust in the Lord forever, for the Lord God is an everlasting rock.”

Malachi 3:6

“For I the Lord do not change; therefore you, O children of Jacob, are not

consumed.”

Hebrews 6:17-19

So when God desired to show more convincingly to the heirs of the promise the

unchangeable character of His purpose, He guaranteed it with an oath, so that by

two unchangeable things, in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled

for refuge might have strong encouragement to hold fast to the hope set before us.

We have this as a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope that enters into the

inner place behind the curtain,

2. Because God is immutable, we should seek to be stable, reliable, dependable, and

faithful, being where we are supposed to be, when we are supposed to be there, and

doing what we are supposed to be doing.

1 Corinthians 15:58

Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable ….
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The Attributes of God:  Eternal

Declarations

Deuteronomy 33:27

“The eternal God is your dwelling place, and underneath are the everlasting arms ….”

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.

See also Genesis 21:33, Deuteronomy 32:40, Job 36:26, Psalm 93:2, 102:24, 27//Hebrews

1:12, Isaiah 9:6, 26:4, 40:28, Daniel 4:34, Micah 5:2, Habakkuk 1:12, John 1:1, Romans

16:26, 1 Timothy 1:17, Hebrews 9:14, Revelation 1:4, 8, and 4:8-10.

A Definition

To say that God is eternal is to say that He has no beginning or end.

A Description

God was never born (see Psalm 90:2, 93:2, Micah 5:2, and Habakkuk 1:12; God is

uncreated and uncaused; we have a birthday, God does not). There was never a time

when God was not.

God will never die (He is immortal: Romans 1:23, 1 Timothy 1:17, and 6:16; cf. Psalm

90:2; His existence cannot be extinguished).

God simply is (Exodus 3:14). He is timeless/atemporal, transcending time.
82

God created

82Louis Berkhof (cited in Ryrie, pp. 36-37) describes God’s eternality as “that perfection of God
whereby He is elevated above all temporal limits and all succession of moments, and possesses the
whole of His existence in one indivisible present.”
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time. God neither has age

83
nor does He age.

84
Time is inconsequential to God (Psalm

90:4
85

and 2 Peter 3:8).

Some Differences God’s Eternality Should Make in Our Deeds

1. Because God is eternal, He is to be eternally praised (as did Nebuchadnezzar in

Daniel 4:34 and as do those in Revelation 4:8-10).

1 Timothy 1:17

To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory

forever and ever. Amen (cf. Psalm 41:13 and 106:48).

What a mind-bending, mind-boggling, and mind-blowing attribute is God’s

eternality!

2. Because God is eternal, we can be at peace.

Deuteronomy 33:26-28

“There is none like God, O Jeshurun, Who rides through the heavens to your help,

through the skies in His majesty. The eternal God is your dwelling place, and

underneath are the everlasting arms … So Israel lived in safety ….”

Isaiah 26:3-4

“You keep him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on You, because he trusts in

You.  Trust in the Lord forever, for the Lord God is an everlasting rock.”

85According to Grudem (p. 170), a “watch in the night” is a 3- or 4-hour period a guard would stand watch.

84“There is no wrinkle upon the brow of eternity” (Arthur Pink, The Attributes of God, p. 37).

83“The question, How old is God? is simply inappropriate. He is no older now than a year ago, for
infinity plus one is no more than infinity. He simply is not restricted by the dimension of time”
(Erickson, p. 274).
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The Attributes of God:  Free

Declarations

Daniel 4:35

All the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, and He does according to His

will among the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth; and none can stay

His hand or say to him, “What have You done?” (cf. Job 23:13 and 42:2)

A Definition

To say that God is free is to say that He is independent of everyone and everything else.

A Description

God is the only one who can do what He wants, when He wants, where He wants, how He

wants, to whom He wants, for whom He wants, and for whatever reason(s) He wants (see

Job 23:13, 42:2, Psalm 115:3, 135:6, Isaiah 46:9-11, Daniel 4:35, Ephesians 1:5, 9, and

11).
86

God does not have to do anything,
87

including create (Revelation 4:11), reveal (Ephesians

1:9 and Colossians 1:27), or save (Exodus 33:19//Romans 9:15 and Romans 9:18).

God is not indebted to us; God does not owe us anything (Job 41:11//Romans 11:35). God

87Technically-speaking, God does have to do what is consistent with His nature, as well as what He
has chosen to do.  Both of these “limitations,” however, are self-imposed.

86“Can we imagine the Lord God of Hosts having to request permission of anyone or to apply for
anything to a higher body? To whom would God go for permission? Who is higher than the
Highest? Who is mightier than the Almighty? Whose position antedates that of the Eternal? At
whose throne would God kneel? Where is the greater one to whom He must appeal” (A. W. Tozer,
The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 109)?
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is not dependent on us; rather, we are desperately dependent on Him (see Job 34:14-15,

Psalm 104:29, Daniel 5:23, Acts 17:25b, 28, Romans 11:36a, Colossians 1:17, and Hebrews

1:3).

Only God is truly free; only He has an absolutely free will. Human freedom/free will is

relative (relative to God), not absolute. Finitude limits human freedom. Slavery to sin

(John 8:34, Romans 6:6, 16-22, Galatians 4:8-9, Titus 3:3, and 2 Peter 2:19) limits human

freedom.

God’s freedom is further seen by the fact that He is self-existent
88

(John 5:26; cf. Exodus

3:14’s “I AM”) and self-sufficient (Psalm 50:12 and Acts 17:25a).
89

While this section in Theology Proper on God’s attributes has sought to give practical

applications to nearly all of the attributes studied, the top takeaway ought to be praise,

praising God simply for who He is, adoring Him for His attributes, for His:

● Sovereignty (1 Chronicles 29:10-13, Psalm 47:6-7, 95:1-3, 97:1, Daniel 4:34, Jude

25, and Revelation 19:6)

● Omnipotence (1 Chronicles 29:10-13, Psalm 21:13, Daniel 2:20, Revelation 5:12,

7:12, and 19:6)

● Holiness (Psalm 30:4, 99:3, 5, 9, 103:1, and Revelation 15:4a)

● Love (1 Chronicles 16:34, Psalm 63:3, 107:1, 8, 15, 21, 31, 118:1, 29, 136:1-3, and

26)

● Mercy (Romans 15:9)

● Grace (2 Corinthians 9:15 and Ephesians 1:6)

● Wisdom (Daniel 2:20, Romans 16:27, Revelation 5:12, and 7:12)

● Justice (Daniel 4:37)

● Eternality (Daniel 4:34 and 1 Timothy 1:17)

Soli Deo gloria!

89“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 is not
completely independent of creation” (Grudem, p. 161). The Godhead has never been lonely, but
has always had and will continue to have an eternal, inter-trinitarian, interrelationship (see, for
example, John 17:24).

88“Some theologians use the word aseity to denote self-existence; i.e., God depends a se, on
Himself” (Ryrie, p. 37).
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The Names of God

What’s in a name? So wrote Shakespeare in his renowned Romeo and Juliet some four

centuries ago. To the occidental (western) mind, names have relatively little significance.

To the oriental (eastern) mind, however, names are highly significant.
90

It is for this

reason that human names in the Bible have revelatory significance. Examples include

Isaac, “laughter” (Genesis 21:3); Jacob, “supplanter” (Genesis 25:26); Moses, “drawn out”

(Exodus 2:10); and Nabal, “fool” (1 Samuel 25:25). Not only do human names in the Bible

have revelatory significance, but so also divine names. A study of such names in Scripture

enhances our understanding of the person we call God.

Old Testament Names for God

There are three primary names for God revealed in the Old Testament, two of which have

several derivatives.

Elohim

Used over 2,500 times in the Old Testament and translated “God,” Elohim is the divine

name that emphasizes God’s strength/power/might.

Genesis 1:1

In the beginning [Elohim], created the heavens and the earth.

Elohim is used in a generic sense for any so-called deity, but in a proper sense only for the

one and only true and living God of the Bible. The root of Elohim, El is found in many

biblical names, such as Daniel (“God is my judge”), Ezekiel (“strength of God”), Samuel

(“heard of God”), Gabriel (“hero of God”), Bethel (“house of God”), Emmanuel (“God with

us”; see Matthew 1:23), Israel (“contender with God”), and Elisha (“God is salvation”).

90“In Oriental cultures a person’s name is richly descriptive of his character and significance.
Hence, the biblical names of God … are revelatory instruments that disclose who God is” (Lewis
and Demarest, 1:185).
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The -im ending of Elohim indicates that it is a plural (cf. the words, seraphim and

cherubim). Some view this as indicative of the triune nature of God. More likely, this is

what has been called a plural of intensity or plural of majesty.

Derivatives of Elohim include El Shaddai, “God Almighty” (Genesis 17:1); El Elyon, “God

Most High” (Genesis 14:18); El Olam, “the Everlasting God” (Genesis 21:33); and El Roi,

“a God of seeing” (Genesis 16:13).

Adonai

Translated “Lord,” Adonai is the divine name that emphasizes God’s authority and

ownership.

Isaiah 6:1

In the year that King Uzziah died I saw [Adonai] sitting upon a throne, high and lifted

up, and the train of His robe filled the temple.

Adonai is used generically to describe anyone in a position of authority (for example,

Sarah calls her husband, Abraham “adon” in Genesis 18:12), but properly to describe

God.

The -ai ending of Adonai, like the -im ending of Elohim, is a plural, most likely another

plural of intensity or majesty.

Yahweh

Used over 5,000 times in the Old Testament and translated “LORD” or, sometimes,

“GOD” (if used in conjunction with Adonai; see, for example, Genesis 15:2)
91

, Yahweh is

the divine name that emphasizes God’s self-existence
92

, eternality, and immutability.

Exodus 3:14

God said to Moses, “I AM [YAHWEH].” And He said, “Say this to the people of Israel,

‘[Yahweh] has sent me to you.’”

Yahweh is God’s personal name: “I am [Yahweh]; that is My name” (Isaiah 42:8a; cf.

92Most Old Testament linguists believe that Yahweh is derived from hayah (to be), the Hebrew
verb denoting state of being or existence.

91All the major conservative English translations (KJV, NKJV, NASB, NIV, and ESV) translate
Elohim as “God,” Adonai as “Lord,” and Yahweh as “LORD.” When Adonai and Yahweh are
used in conjunction with each other, the KJV, NKJV, NASB, and ESV translate “Lord [Adonai]
GOD [Yahweh]; the NIV translates “Sovereign LORD.”
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Exodus 15:3 and Psalm 83:18). Unlike Elohim and Adonai, Yahweh has no generic use;

it is used of God, and God alone. Many biblical names have Yahweh as one of their

derivatives, such as Isaiah (“Yahweh is salvation”); Joshua (“Yahweh is salvation”);

Elijah (“God is Yahweh”); Hezekiah (“Yahweh strengthens”); Micah (“who is like

Yahweh?”); Zephaniah (“protected of Yahweh”); and Zechariah (“Yahweh remembers”),

as does the word, hallelujah (praise Yahweh).

The Jews had somewhat of a superstitious reverence for God’s personal name,

Yahweh.
93

Consequently, to avoid any possibility of pronouncing it
94

, they created a

hybrid, taking the consonants of Yahweh (YHWH
95

) and the vowels of Adonai (a-o-a) to

form YaHoWaH, “Jehovah” in English.

Derivatives of Yahweh include Jehovah-jireh, “The LORD will provide” (Genesis 22:14);

Jehovah-rapha, “I am the LORD, your healer” (Exodus 15:26); Jehovah-nissi, “The

LORD Is My Banner” (Exodus 17:15); Jehovah-m’qaddishkem, “I, the LORD, sanctify

you” (Exodus 31:13); Jehovah-shalom, “The LORD is Peace” (Judges 6:24);

Jehovah-sabaoth, “the LORD of hosts” (1 Samuel 1:3); Jehovah-rohi, “The LORD is my

shepherd” (Psalm 23:1); Jehovah-tsidkenu, “The LORD is our righteousness” (Jeremiah

23:6); and Jehovah-shammah, “The LORD Is There” (Ezekiel 48:35).

New Testament Names for God

There are three primary names for God revealed in the New Testament.

Theos

Used over 1,000 times in the New Testament and translated “God”, Theos corresponds

to Elohim in the Old Testament. Theos is the Greek word from which we get our English

word, theology. It is used generically for any so-called deity (see, for example, 1

Corinthians 8:5), but properly only for God.

Kurios

95This consonantal combination is commonly called the “Tetragrammaton” (four-lettered name).

94Because of the Jewish aversion to pronouncing the divine name, Yahweh, it has come to be
called the “ineffable (not to be uttered) name.”

93This superstition was based on the Septuagint’s (a Greek translation of the Hebrew text of the
Old Testament) rendering of Leviticus 24:16, which states that anyone who names (instead of
blasphemes, as the Hebrew text literally reads) the name of Yahweh is to be put to death.
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Translated “Lord,” Kurios corresponds to Adonai in the Old Testament. It is used

generically for human “lords” (Colossians 3:22 and 1 Peter 3:6), but properly only for

the “Lord of lords” (1 Timothy 6:15).

Roughly synonymous with Kurios is Despotes, from which we get our English word,

despot. Despotes is used generically of humans (1 Peter 2:18) and properly only of God

(2 Timothy 2:21).

Pater

Translated “Father,” Pater is the Greek word from which we get our English words,

paternal and paternity. God is the Father of all men by virtue of creation (Acts 17:29), of

believers by virtue of redemption (Galatians 3:26), and of God the Son by virtue of what

theologians call “eternal generation” (Matthew 3:17). Akin to the Greek Pater is the

Aramaic Abba (Mark 14:36, Romans 8:15, and Galatians 4:6).
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Part 2: The Persons of the Godhead

The Triunity of God

When we say that God is triune
96

, we mean that He is three-in-one (not three and one, at

least not in the same respect). In terms of person, God is three: Father, Son, and Spirit.

In terms of essence, being, substance, or nature, God is one (see Deuteronomy 6:4, 1

Corinthians 8:4, and James 2:19). To say that God is triune, then, is to say that the one

God exists in three persons. “The tri-unity of God means that the divine essence

subsists wholly and indivisibly, simultaneously and eternally in the Father, Son, and

Holy Spirit” (McCune, 1:280). “God’s whole and undivided essence belongs equally,

eternally, simultaneously, and fully to each of the three distinct Persons of the Godhead”

(Bruce Ware, Father, Son, and Spirit: Relationships, Roles, and Relevance, p. 41).

All three persons of the Godhead
97

are coequal, coeternal, coinherent (John 10:38, 14:10,

11, and 17:21), and consubstantial (of the same substance). They are “distinguishable as

persons, but one and inseparable in their being” (Erickson, p. 337). The persons must

not be confounded, nor must the essence be divided. The Godhead exists undivided in

divided persons.

The Triunity of God in Scripture

Though the triunity of God is not treated in a full and formal sense in any one passage in

Scripture, it can be inferred from numerous passages in both Testaments, more clearly

so from texts in the New Testament.

The Triunity of God in the Old Testament

• Texts in the Old Testament that speak of God in terms of plurality:

97“Godhead is an old term for ‘divine being’ or ‘divine nature,’ often used especially when one
wishes to contrast the one divine nature with the three persons” (Frame, p. 619).

96Though the terms, triunity and trinity are somewhat interchangeable, the first is preferable
because it is more explicitly descriptive of the concept it communicates than the second.
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Genesis 1:26

Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, after Our likeness . . . .”

Genesis 3:22

Then the LORD God said, “Behold, the man has become like one of Us in

knowing good and evil . . . .”

Genesis 11:6-7

And the LORD said, “ . . . Come, let Us go down and there confuse their language

. . . .”

Isaiah 6:8

And I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for

Us?” ….

• Texts in the Old Testament that mention both the Father and the Son in

distinction from one another:

Psalm 2:7

… The Lord said to me, “You are my Son ….” (cf. Acts 13:33, Hebrews 1:5, and 5:5)

Psalm 45:6-7

Your throne, O God, is forever and ever. The scepter of Your kingdom is a scepter

of uprightness; You have loved righteousness and hated wickedness. Therefore

God, your God, has anointed You with the oil of gladness beyond Your

companions (cf. Hebrews 1:8-9).

Psalm 110:1

The Lord says to my Lord: “Sit at My right hand, until I make Your enemies Your
footstool.” (cf. Matthew 22:44, Acts 2:34-35, and Hebrews 1:13)

Proverbs 30:4

Who has ascended to heaven and come down? Who has gathered the wind in His

fists? Who has wrapped up the waters in a garment? Who has established all the

ends of the earth?  What is His name, and what is His Son's name? ….

• Texts in the Old Testament that mention both the Father and the Spirit in

distinction from one another:

Isaiah 63:10

But they rebelledand grieved His Holy Spirit …

Zechariah 7:12
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They made their hearts diamond-hard lest they should hear the law and the

words that the Lord of hosts had sent by His Spirit through the former prophets.

• Texts in the Old Testament that mention the Father, the Son, and the Spirit in

distinction from one another:

Isaiah 48:16

… And now the Lord God has sent Me, and His Spirit.

Isaiah 61:1

The Spirit of the Lord God is upon Me … (cf. Luke 4:18)

The Triunity of God in the New Testament

• Texts in the New Testament that mention the Father, the Son, and the Spirit in

distinction from one another:

Matthew 3:16-17

And when Jesus was baptized, immediately He went up from the water, and

behold, the heavens were opened to Him, and He saw the Spirit of God

descending like a dove and coming to rest on Him; and behold, a voice from

heaven said, “This is My beloved Son, with Whom I am well pleased.”

Matthew 28:19

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.

John 14:16-17

And I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper, to be with you

forever, even the Spirit of truth …. (cf. John 14:26 and 15:26)

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 activities, but it is the same

God who empowers them all in everyone.

2 Corinthians 13:14

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the

Holy Spirit be with you all.

Galatians 4:4-6

But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth His Son, born of woman,
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born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might

receive adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of

His Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!”

Ephesians 2:18

For through Him [Christ] we both have access in one Spirit to the Father.

Ephesians 2:21-22

In Whom the whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in

the Lord. In Him you also are being built together into a dwelling place for God

by the Spirit.

Ephesians 3:5-7

Which was not made known to the sons of men in other generations as it has now

been revealed to His holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit. This mystery is that

the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the

promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. Of this gospel I was made a minister

according to the gift of God's grace, which was given me by the working of His

power.

Ephesians 4:4-6

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 all,

who is over all and through all and in all.

Ephesians 5:18-20

And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the

Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing

and making melody to the Lord with your heart, giving thanks always and for

everything to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.

2 Thessalonians 2:13

But we ought always to give thanks to God for you, brothers beloved by the Lord,

because God chose you as the firstfruits to be saved, through sanctification by the

Spirit and belief in the truth.

Titus 3:4-6

But when the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, He

saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to His

own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit, Whom

He poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior.

Hebrews 9:14
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How much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered

Himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve

the living God.

1 Peter 1:2

According to the foreknowledge of God the Father, in the sanctification of the

Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with His blood.

Jude 20-21

But you, beloved, building yourselves up in your most holy faith and praying in

the Holy Spirit, keep yourselves in the love of God, waiting for the mercy of our

Lord Jesus Christ that leads to eternal life.

To this list could be added the hymn of Ephesians 1:3-14, highlighting the role of

the Persons of the Godhead in man’s salvation, a hymn whose structure consists

of the role of the Father, stanza 1 (verses 3-5); chorus (verse 6); the role of the

Son, stanza 2 (verses 7-11); chorus (verse 12); the role of the Spirit, stanza 3

(verses 13-14a); chorus (verse 14b).

The Triunity of God in Church History

According to Feinberg (p. 473), it was Tertullian (A.D. 160-225) who first coined the

term, trinity.
98

Two famous church councils in particular addressed the issue:

The Council of Nicea (325 A.D.)

The two antagonists at the Council of Nicea were Arius
99

and Athanasius
100

. Arius

taught the heresy that both God the Son and God the Spirit were created beings (the Son

being created by the Father
101

, and the Spirit being created by the Son), while Athanasius

argued otherwise. The Council of Nicea focused particularly on the Son’s relationship to

the Father (the Council of Constantinople focused on the Spirit’s relationship to the

Father).

101This tenet of Arianism is promulgated today by the Jehovah’s Witnesses.

100Athanasius was not an official member of the council, not being a bishop, but attended as
secretary of Alexander, the Bishop of Alexandria.

99Arius himself was not in attendance, since he wasn’t a bishop, but was represented by Eusebius
of Nicodemia.

98The term he actually used was the Latin trinitas, meaning “threeness.”
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Followers of Athanasius contended that the Son was of the same substance as the Father

(homoousios), followers of Arius contended that the Son was of a different substance

than the Father (heteroousios), while others, led by Eusebius of Caesarea, pushed for a

mediating position, that the Son was of a similar substance as the Father

(homoiousios).
102

The Council affirmed the position of Athanasius, stating that the Son

was “of one substance (homoousion) with the Father.

The Council of Constantinople (381 A.D.)

Because the focus of the Council of Nicea was on the relationship of the Son to the

Father, it did not comment on the relationship of the Spirit to the Father. Therefore, the

Council of Constantinople addressed this issue, affirming that the Spirit, like the Son,

was of the same substance as the Father. Thus, in 381 A.D., the church officially

espoused belief in the doctrine of the triunity of God.

102Commenting on the significance between homoousios and homoiousios, C. Samuel Storms
(The Grandeur of God, p. 161) states: “The difference between the two words is in a solitary
letter. The difference between the two concepts of Christ is immeasurable. There are times in
the history of the church when splitting theological hairs yields eternal consequences.” Harold
O. J. Brown (quoted in Storms, pp. 163-164) explains: “The distinction between homo (‘same’)
and homoi (‘similar’) may seem trivial, but it was not so subtle that most ordinary Christians
failed to grasp what is at stake. If Jesus is of the same substance as the Father, then he is truly
God, and it is reasonable to think that he is able to ‘save . . . to the uttermost’ those who come to
him (Heb 7:25). On the other hand, if he is only of similar substance, which was all that even the
conservative Arians were willing to concede, then it is not evident that he necessarily possesses
the divine power and authority he needs to make an atonement on behalf of the whole human
race.” Grudem (pp. 244-245) adds: “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.”
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The Filioque Controversy

Another interesting development in church history pertaining to the doctrine of the triunity of God

involved the “filioque” controversy. The Council of Constantinople had declared that the Spirit

proceeded from the Father (John 15:26).
103

In 589 A.D., the Council of Toledo added that the Spirit had

proceeded from the Son as well (filioque is Latin for “and from the Son”). The Western church agreed,

while the Eastern church disagreed, precipitating the eventual Eastern-Western split of 1054 A.D.

Ontological Versus Economic

When studying the triunity of God, one crucial distinction must always be kept in mind,

the distinction between what has been called the “ontological trinity” and what has been

called the “economic trinity.”

The Ontological Trinity

In terms of essence, being, substance, or nature (who They are), all three Persons of the

Godhead stand on equal footing (see, for example, John 10:30). All three are fully and

103This doctrine is called the eternal procession of the Spirit, “that eternal act whereby the Father
and the Son make the divine essence common to the Spirit--the eternal spirating of the Spirit”
(McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:291; emphasis his). In a similar vein is the doctrine called
the eternal generation of the Son, “that eternal act whereby the Father communicates or makes
common the divine essence to the Son--the eternal sonning of the Son” (McCune, A Systematic
Theology, 1:290; emphasis his). Both doctrines are reflected in the Westminster Confession’s
statement (cited in Ryrie, p. 58) regarding the triunity of God: “In the unity of the Godhead there
be three Persons, of one substance, power, and eternity: God the Father, God the Son, and God
the Holy Ghost. The Father is of none, neither begotten nor proceeding: the Son is eternally
begotten of the Father: the Holy Ghost eternally proceeding from the Father and the Son.”
Interestingly, Feinberg (pp. 488-489) rejects both doctrines: “. . . [T]he church historically has
affirmed that the Son is eternally generated and the Spirit eternally proceeds. Despite their firm
entrenchment in both Western and Eastern traditions, the doctrines of eternal generation and
eternal procession are unclear and not required by Scripture. In saying this, I part company with
a host of theologians throughout church history.” Reymond (pp. 324-338) also makes a case
against them.
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equally God:

● The Son is God (Isaiah 9:6, Matthew 1:23, Mark 14:61-62, John 1:1, 18, 5:18,

8:58, 10:33, 14:9, 20:31, Acts 20:28, Romans 9:5, Philippians 2:6, 11, Colossians

1:19, 2:9, 2 Thessalonians 1:12, Titus 2:13, Hebrews 1:3, 8, 2 Peter 1:1, and 1 John

5:20).

● The Spirit is God (2 Corinthians 3:17-18; also compare Acts 5:3 with Acts 5:4).

As if to communicate this equality of essence, the three are listed in various orders in

Scripture: Father, Son, Spirit (Matthew 28:19); Father, Spirit, Son (1 Peter 1:2); Son,

Father, Spirit (2 Corinthians 13:14); Spirit, Father, Son (Jude 20-21); and Spirit, Son,

Father (1 Corinthians 12:4-6 and Ephesians 4:4-6).

The Economic Trinity

In terms of function (what They do), the Son (John 5:30, 6:38, 14:28, 1 Corinthians 11:3,

and 15:28) and the Spirit (John 14:26, 15:26, Acts 2:33, and 1 Corinthians 6:19) are

subordinate to the Father, and the Spirit is subordinate also to the Son (John 15:26,

16:7, Acts 2:33, 5:9, 8:39, 16:7, Romans 8:9, 2 Corinthians 3:17, Galatians 4:6, and

Philippians 1:19).
104

Grudem (p. 257) likens the Father to a husband, the Son to a wife, and the Spirit to a

child (all three are equal in essence, but unequal in function). The interrelationship of

the roles performed by the Persons of the Godhead has been likened (by McCune) to

those performed by an architect (the Father), builder (the Son), and construction worker

(the Spirit).
105

The Father is the source (from the Father), the Son the channel (through the Son), the

Spirit the applicator (by the Spirit). See 1 Corinthians 8:6 and Ephesians 2:18 (in the

NIV). The Father purposes [or plans; or authors], the Son secures [or provides; or

accomplishes], and the Spirit applies or performs (J. I. Packer, Knowing God, p. 20).

105The construction metaphor is an especially apt one, as all three Persons of the Godhead played
active roles in the “construction” of the universe (the Father in Genesis 1:1; the Son in John 1:3,
Colossians 1:16, and Hebrews 1:2; and the Spirit in Genesis 1:2 and Job 33:4).

104Bruce Ware (Father, Son, and Spirit: Relationships, Roles, and Relevance, p. 91; emphasis his)
rightly reminds that part of the humiliation of Christ in His becoming incarnate was temporarily
submitting Himself to the Spirit, writing: “As a man, Jesus submitted fully to the Spirit, even
though in terms of rank, within the Trinity, Jesus has authority over the Spirit. For the sake of
his mission, he humbled himself. In taking on our human nature, he submitted to the very one
over whom he has rightful authority.”
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“Try to explain it [the doctrine of the triunity of God], and you’ll lose your mind; But try

to deny it, and you’ll lose your soul.”

(source unknown, cited in C. Samuel Storms, The Grandeur of God,  p. 56)

Practical Implications of the Triunity of God

1. The husband-wife relationship (and any other such relationship involving the

submission of an ontological equal to a functional superior)

In 1 Corinthians 11:3, Paul likens the submission of a wife to her husband to the

submission of God the Son to God the Father. Just as there can be equality of

essence, yet inequality of function within the Godhead, so can there be within the

home. Though husband and wife are equal in essence (Galatians 3:28 and 1 Peter

3:7), they are unequal in function (Ephesians 5:22-24, Colossians 3:18, Titus 2:5,

and 1 Peter 3:1-6).

2. Prayer

Bruce Ware (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit: Relationships, Roles, and Relevance,

p. 18; emphasis his) writes: “Recall for a moment the opening line of Jesus’

instruction regarding how we should pray. ‘Pray then like this,’ he said. ‘Our

Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.’ May I suggest something both clear

and radical? If Jesus taught us to pray to the Father, then we ought to do this.

For one reason or another, we sometimes follow a different practice. We may

encourage our children, especially, to open their prayers with, ‘Dear Jesus,’

despite the fact that Jesus said to pray ‘Our Father in heaven …’ Perhaps we do

not think about prayer as we should because we do not understand the doctrine

of the Trinity. As Jesus taught us, we should pray to the Father through the Son.

Jesus Christ is the mediator. He is the one through whom we address the Father.

He is the one who brings us access to the Father. Our prayers bring spiritual

benefit only when we pray in his name. And prayers that bring fruit … are those

offered in the power of the Spirit. We pray as the Spirit prompts and urges us to

pray. So prayer rightly understood—Christian prayer—is prayer to the Father

[Matthew 6:6], through the Son [John 16:24], in the power of the Spirit [Jude

20].  To pray aright, we need a deep appreciation for the doctrine of the Trinity.”

3. Inter-relational humanity and Christianity

Because God is inter-relational, and we are made in God’s image, we were created
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to be inter-relational. “Living in isolation with the pretense of autonomy is, of

course, ‘the American way.’ Our heroes are those rugged individuals like the

Lone Ranger or Superman or Rambo who can do everything themselves and need

no one’s help. But when we insist on going solo, when the ‘I did it my way’

syndrome strikes, we are essentially rejecting God’s plan for how we should live

with one another. When we refuse to be in relationships of accountability and

interdependence with one another, we are choosing to live in violation of God’s

created design. It’s really that simple. So, look at the Trinity and think again

about what it means to be human.  Yes, the relationships in the Trinity call for

and call forth a created community of persons” (Bruce Ware, Father, Son, and

Holy Spirit: Relationships, Roles, and Relevance, pp. 134-135; emphasis his).

4. God is not lonely.

It is sometimes suggested that the reason God created man is that He needed

someone to keep Him company. However, the Godhead existed in eternity past

in perfect, inter-trinitarian fellowship (see John 17:24), continues to do so, and

will continue to do so into eternity future.
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Part 3: The Plan of God

The Decrees of God

McCune (“Systematic Theology 1,” p. 143) depicts God’s relationship to the universe (all

that is not God) as follows:

God planned it: PREDESTINATION or DECREE

God made it: CREATION

God upholds it: PRESERVATION

God controls it: PROVIDENCE

What McCune’s depiction shows is that logically prior to God’s works, or performances, of

creation, preservation, and providence are His decrees
106

, or plan. God planned His

work
107

, then worked His plan (and is still doing so through preservation and providence).

Definitions

The decrees of God have been defined as:

● “His eternal purpose, according to the counsel of his own will, whereby for his own

glory
108

[see John 9:3 and 11:4; cf. Ephesians 1:3-14] He hath foreordained

108When it comes to what is called theodicy, that is, how a good God can decree to permit the
existence of evil, some have suggested that the reason is that the existence of evil best displays the

107Accordingly, Feinberg likens God’s decrees to an architectural blueprint.

106Technically, it is more proper to speak of the decree of God (singular), rather than the decrees of
God (plural). The reason the plural is sometimes used (as in this study) is due to logical necessity,
not theological necessity. McCune (“Systematic Theology 1,” p. 145) states: “The decrees of God
are really one decree; they are reducible to one purpose or plan. Decrees only appear to be many
to man’s finite comprehension.” Thiessen (p. 101) adds: “Though the decrees may appear to be
many purposes, to the divine mind they are in reality but one great, all-inclusive purpose.”

84



What Does Scripture Say?: A Study of Systematic Theology Pastor Scott Estell
whatsoever comes to pass” (Westminster Shorter Catechism)

● “The eternal plans of God whereby, before the creation of the world [Acts 15:18], he

determined to bring about everything that happens” (Grudem, p. 332).

● “God’s eternal purpose … or purposes, based on his most wise and holy counsel,

whereby he freely and unchangeably, for his own glory, ordained either

efficaciously or permissively all that comes to pass” (Thiessen, p. 100).

● “God has a plan (Acts 15:18) which is all-inclusive (Eph. 1:11), which He controls

(Ps. 135:6), which includes but does not involve Him in evil (Prov. 16:4), and which

ultimately is for the praise of His glory (Eph. 1:14)” (Ryrie, p. 43).

Declarations

The following Scriptures speak to the concept:

Psalm 33:10-11

The Lord brings the counsel of the nations to nothing; He frustrates the plans of the

peoples.  The counsel of the Lord stands forever, the plans of His heart to all generations.

(cf. Proverbs 19:21)

glory of God, better than its non-existence would have (see Reymond, pp. 377-378 and Hodges,
1:535-537).  More will be said regarding this topic later in this study.
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Isaiah 14:24

The Lord of hosts has sworn: “As I have planned, so shall it be, and as I have purposed,

so shall it stand.”

Isaiah 14:27a

“For the Lord of hosts has purposed, and who will annul it?

Isaiah 46:10-11

“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,’ calling a bird of

prey from the east, the man of My counsel from a far country. I have spoken, and I will

bring it to pass; I have purposed, and I will do it.”

Daniel 4:35

… [A]nd He does according to His will among the host of heaven and among the

inhabitants of the earth ….

Acts 2:23a

“This Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God …”

(cf. 1 Peter 1:20)

Acts 4:28

“To do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place.”

1 Corinthians 2:7

But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages

for our glory.

Ephesians 1:11

… having been predestined according to the purpose of Him who works all things

according to the counsel of His will (cf. Ephesians 1:5).

Ephesians 3:11

This was according to the eternal purpose that He has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Decrees And ...

God’s Relationship to Evil

One of the most challenging issues in all of theology, let alone theology proper, is the

issue of God’s relationship to evil. The following statements, though not easily

reconcilable, are nevertheless biblically defensible:
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● Since nothing happens apart from God decreeing it, and since evil/sin/calamity

happens, God has in some sense decreed (commonly expressed as “decreed to

permit”) the existence of evil/sin/calamity.

Exodus 4:11

… “Who has made man’s mouth? Who makes him mute, or deaf, or seeing, or

blind? Is it not I, the LORD?”

Job 1:21

“… The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away …”

Job 2:10a

“... Shall we receive good from God, and shall we not receive evil?” ...

Job 12:9

“Who among all these does not know that the hand of the Lord has done this?”

Job 42:11

… all the evil that the LORD had brought upon him [Job] ….

Isaiah 45:7

“I form light and create darkness; I make well-being and create calamity; I am the

Lord, who does all these things.”

Lamentations 3:38

Is it not from the mouth of the Most High that good and bad come?

Amos 3:6b

“Does disaster come to a city, unless the Lord has done it?”

● God is related to the existence of evil/sin/calamity only in that He has decreed to

permit it. However, He is not directly related to evil/sin/calamity and is,

therefore, not culpable for it, nor is He to be blamed for it.
109

Job 1:22

In all this Job did not sin or charge God with wrong (by contrast, notice the

109“God does not stand behind good and evil in exactly the same way …. He stands behind good
in such a way that the good can ultimately be credited to him; he stands behind evil in such a
way that what is evil is inevitably credited to secondary agents ….” (D.A. Carson, A Call to
Spiritual Reformation, p. 158). The latter is true when it comes to both moral evil (the evil acts
of sinful men) and natural evil (“evil” that is the consequence of the curse upon the created order
due to the fall, such as natural disasters).
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words of Adam in Genesis 3:12).

Job 34:10

… [F]ar be it from God that He should do wickedness, and from the Almighty that

He should do wrong.

Psalm 92:15

To declare that the Lord is upright; He is my rock, and there is no

unrighteousness in Him.

James 1:13

Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot

be tempted with evil, and He Himself tempts no one.

1 John 1:5b

God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all.

Though God is not directly related to or responsible for evil/sin/calamity, He is

sovereign over it; though He does not cause it, He does control it (see, for

example, Genesis 50:20). “God ordains evil, uses evil, and accomplishes

infinitely good purposes through evil, but he never does evil” (Bruce Ware, God’s

Lesser Glory, p. 212).

God also solved the problem of evil in the person of God the Son, the Lord Jesus

Christ, who suffered the effects of evil to the ultimate degree on the Cross; the

solution to the problem of evil is the Son.

● Men are held directly and personally responsible and accountable for their sin.

James 1:14

But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire.

● God is not to be called into question in regards to this issue.

Romans 9:19-20

You will say to me then, “Why does He still find fault? For who can resist His

will?” But who are you, O man, to answer back to God? Will what is molded say

to its molder, “Why have You made me like this?”

The Existence of Evil

A related, yet even thornier, issue is the existence of evil itself. How can God be both
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great (sovereign, omnipotent) and good (loving, wise, holy) in light of evil’s existence?

110

We do well to heed the words of McCune (A Systematic Theology, 1:324) in this regard:

“... [T]he whys and wherefores are simply left untouched by Scripture’s authors. . . . to

delve beyond what is written is not only futile, but borders on the heretical (Rom 9:20,

‘Who are you, O man, who answers back to God?’).” See also Daniel 4:35. A. W. Tozer

(The Knowledge of the Holy, p. 110) adds: "In His sovereign wisdom God has permitted

evil to exist in carefully restricted areas of His creation, a kind of fugitive outlaw whose

activities are temporary and limited in scope. In doing this God has acted according to

His infinite wisdom and goodness. More than that no one knows at present; and more

than that no one needs to know.”

Human Free Will

Another controversial issue in the realm of theology proper, especially in relation to

God’s decrees, is the issue of human free will. In what sense can it be said that humans

have a “free” will? Once again, following is a series of statements that, though not easily

reconcilable, are biblically defensible:

● God has rendered it certain that human beings will exercise their wills exactly as

He has decreed that they will.

● Human beings make free choices/decisions in that they make willing, uncoerced

choices/decisions (this concept is commonly referred to as compatibilism).

● Human beings are not absolutely free/do not have “libertarian freedom.” As

Grudem (p. 331; emphasis his) states: “If we were to be totally free in our choices,

we would be equal to God in our will.” Furthermore, post-Fall mankind’s will is

bound by sin, preventing him from freely choosing right (Romans 6:20).
111

So,

both man’s finitude and fallenness limit his freedom.

● God mysteriously moves human beings to willfully choose/decide what He has

decreed that they will.
112

112This writer once heard a song, the main refrain of which stated: “He does not compel us
against our will, but He just makes us willing to go.”

111As Charles Wesley wrote in his hymn, “And Can It Be”: “Long my imprisoned spirit lay, fast
bound in sin and nature’s night.”

110Ryrie (p. 43) reminds that the answer cannot be one that either denies God’s sovereignty or
sanctity: “Sin must be within God’s eternal plan (or God would not be sovereign) in some way
in which  He is not the author of it (or God could not be holy).”
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Exodus 34:23-24

Three times in the year shall all your males appear before the Lord God, the God

of Israel. For I will cast out nations before you and enlarge your borders; no one

shall covet your land, when you go up to appear before the Lord your God three

times in the year.

2 Samuel 24:1

Again the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and He incited David

against them, saying, “Go, number Israel and Judah.”

Psalm 105:25

He turned their [the Egyptians’] hearts to hate His people, to deal craftily with

His servants.

Proverbs 21:1

The king's heart is a stream of water in the hand of the Lord; He turns it wherever

He will.

Philippians 2:13

For it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.

2 Thessalonians 2:11

Therefore God sends them a strong delusion, so that they may believe what is

false.

Revelation 17:17

For God has put it into their hearts to carry out His purpose by being of one mind

and handing over their royal power to the beast, until the words of God are

fulfilled.

To these passages could be added those that speak of God hardening the hearts of

men (Exodus 4:21, 7:3, 9:12, 10:1, 20, 27, 11:10, 14:4, Deuteronomy 2:30, and

Joshua 11:20; cf. Romans 9:18).

One objection to what is being asserted here is that such freedom is not “real”

freedom. Grudem (p. 345) answers this objection well by reminding that God is

the One who ultimately determines what is truly real: “On what scriptural basis

can Cottrell [an opponent of Grudem’s position on this issue] say that a response

God has planned long ago is not a real response?” “[God] alone determines . . .

what is real” (Grudem, p. 344). “There is no other reality in the universe except

what God himself has made” (Grudem, p. 345).

An argument put forth by opponents of the position being espoused here is that

God’s foreordination is based on His foreknowledge (Romans 8:29 and 1 Peter
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1:1-2), foreknowledge being equated with prescience, knowing something in

advance. In other words, God looks down the corridors of time, sees what men

will freely choose (in an absolute sense), then puts His stamp of approval on

(foreordains) it. Thus, men are ultimately the ones choosing, not God. The

foundational flaw of this position is a fundamental misunderstanding of the

word, foreknowledge. In Scripture, the concept of knowing is very often a

relational one (see, for example, the literal rendering of Genesis 4:1; see also

Amos 3:2, Matthew 7:23, 1 Corinthians 8:3, Galatians 4:9, 2 Timothy 2:19, 1 John

2:3, and 13). Based on the foregoing, Feinberg (p. 522) defines foreknowledge as

“uniting oneself beforehand to someone in an act constituting a relationship and

making that person an object of care and concern.” Notice it is “those whom He

foreknew” (not “what He foreknew”) in Romans 8:29 (cf. Romans 11:2), the

difference between know vs. know about. As further support for this position, see

especially Acts 2:23, where “definite [NASB: “predetermined”] plan” and

“foreknowledge” are conjuncted.

God’s Will

One final issue pertaining to God’s decrees is the matter of God’s will. Whereas this

study has set forth the position that God’s will will infallibly come to pass, some

Scriptures seem to indicate otherwise. For example, both 1 Timothy 2:4 and 2 Peter 3:9

indicate that it is God’s will that all be saved, yet other Scriptures indicate that not all

will be saved--in fact, most will not (Matthew 7:13-14). How does one reconcile these

opposing assertions? By making a distinction between God’s revealed will and his

secret will (Deuteronomy 29:29) or between His desired/declared will and His decreed

will. Whereas God’s revealed/desired will will not always come to pass, His

secret/decreed will will. It is the second to which the decrees of God pertain. Thus, it is

accurate to say that God wills to permit things that He does not desire. “God decrees to

permit what He hates and abhors” (McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:323; emphasis

his).

Part 4: The Performances of God

The majority of this section of Systematic Theology called Theology Proper has focused

on God’s person (who He is/what He is like). No study of theology proper would be

complete, however, without some consideration of God’s works (what He does). God’s

works include His work of creation, His work of preservation, His work of revelation,

His work of providence, and His work of redemption.

God’s Work of Creation

God’s work of creation has been defined as “that free act [God did not have to

create--Revelation 4:11] of the triune God [see on the triunity of God, particularly

footnote 105] by which in the beginning [Genesis 1:1, John 1:1-3, and Hebrews 1:10] for
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his own glory [Isaiah 43:7, Romans 11:36, 1 Corinthians 8:6, Colossians 1:16, and

Hebrews 2:10, and Revelation 4:11; cf. Psalm 19:1] he made, without the use of

preexisting materials [ex nihilo, “out of nothing”---Romans 4:17
113

and Hebrews 11:3],

the whole visible and invisible universe [Colossians 1:16]” (A. H. Strong, cited in

McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:329). Herman Hoeksema (cited in McCune, 1:329)

defines creation as “that act of the almighty will of God whereby He gave to the things

that were eternally in His counsel existence in distinction from Himself.” There are two

distinct realities, God and the universe. Accordingly, the universe has been defined as

all that is not God (McCune, 1:329).

God created the world immediately (without any intervening process)/directly and

instantaneously by divine fiat (Genesis 1:3, 9, 11, 14-15, 24, Psalm 33:6, 9, 148:5,

Hebrews 11:3, and 2 Peter 3:5), contrary to any evolutionary hypotheses/theories, such

as “naturalistic evolution”/”Darwinianism” (essentially the belief that nothing produced

something out of nothing) or the “Christianized” counterparts of “theistic evolution
114

”

and “progressive creationism” (both of which advocate that God made use of an

evolutionary process in creating), in six literal, twenty-four days (Exodus 20:8-11 and

31:14-17),
115

contrary to the “day-age theory” (the belief that the days of creation were

epochs of time)
116

or the “gap theory”/”ruin-restoration theory” (the belief that

postulates a large gap of time between the creation of Genesis 1:1, which allegedly

occurred aeons ago, and the alleged “re-creation” of Genesis 1:3f, which occurred

relatively recently, with the fall of Satan occurring during the gap, resulting in a marring

of the original creation, Genesis 1:2 being understood as the earth becoming without

form and void as a result) or the “revelatory day theory” (the belief that the six days were

merely the timeframe that God revealed to Moses what He created; however, see Exodus

20:11).

Other Scriptures that speak of God as the creator include  Nehemiah 9:6, Job 38:4,

116McCabe (in footnote 26 on p. 104 of the article referenced in the previous footnote)
perceptively points out: “Since Moses had at his disposal a number of time words that clearly
describe an age, he could have chosen one of these words, such as olam (‘long time’).”

115For an excellent defense of the literal day position, see Dr. Robert McCabe’s article in the Fall
2000 issue of the Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal entitled “A Defense of Literal Days in the
Creation Week.” See also McCune (A Systematic Theology, 1:334-335) and Reymond (pp.
393-394.

114Commenting on theistic evolution, Ryrie (p. 172) states that it “tries to ride two horses
(evolution and Creation) which are going in opposite directions.”

113 Romans 4:17 is a reminder that the new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17 and Ephesians 2:10) that
takes place at the moment of conversion is likewise ex nihilo (cf. Ephesians 2:5, 4:24, and
Colossians 3:10).
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Psalm 8:3, 24:1-2, 89:11, 90:2, 95:5, 102:25, 104:5, 121:2, 124:8, 136:5-9, 146:6,

Proverbs 3:19, 8:26-28, Ecclesiastes 11:5, Isaiah 40:28, 42:5, 44:24, 45:12, 18, 48:13,

51:13, 66:2, Jeremiah 10:12, 27:5, 32:17, 33:2, 51:15, Jonah 1:9, Zechariah 12:1, Malachi

2:10, Mark 13:19, John 1:10, Acts 4:24, 14:15, 17:24, Ephesians 3:9, Hebrews 1:2, 3:4,

Revelation 10:6, and 14:7.

God’s Work of Preservation

Whereas God’s work of creation ceased
117

with day six of the creation week (Genesis 2:2),

His work of preservation, that is, upholding/sustaining/keeping/conserving what He

has created, maintaining what He has made, continues (John 5:17). This is an aspect of

God’s immanence, the fact that He is present and active within His creation.

God is the “glue” that holds the universe together (Nehemiah 9:6, Job 12:10, 34:14-15,

Psalm 66:9, 104:29, Acts 17:25, 28, Colossians 1:17, Hebrews 1:3, and 2 Peter 3:7).

Unlike God, the Creator, who is self-existent, that which He created is not.

In the eschaton/end times, God will “disconnect” His sustaining power, and the current

universe will literally come unglued (2 Peter 3:10 and 12).

God’s Work of Revelation
118

God’s work of revelation is commonly given a two-fold classification:

General Revelation

God has revealed general information about Himself to all men generally through the

two conduits of creation (Psalm 19:1-6 and Romans 1:18-20) and human conscience

(Romans 2:14-15). General revelation communicates that God exists and that man is

accountable to God. However, it is universally
119

rejected (Romans 1:18), rendering all

men without excuse before God’s bar of justice (Romans 1:20). As C. Samuel Storms

(The Grandeur of God, pp. 25-26) states: “Though the evidence is open to man, fallen

man is not open to the evidence.”

119Inexplicably, Ryrie (p. 34) waffles on this point: “We must not forget that the majority [?] of
people who have ever lived have rejected the revelation of God through nature.”

118For more on this topic, see under Revelation in Part 1: The Source of the Bible in the previous
section of this study, the section on Bibliology.

117 God did not cease creating because He was tired.  God does not tire (Isaiah 40:28).
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Special Revelation

God has also revealed specific information about Himself to specific individuals. In

times past, this information was communicated through such mediums as dreams

(Genesis 20:3-7), visions (Isaiah 1:1), angels (Luke 2:8-14) and direct address (Exodus

3), but today only through the pages of Scripture (1 Corinthians 13:8-10). Special

revelation is needed to accurately interpret general revelation.

God’s Work of Providence

“Providence is God’s power in bringing the movement of the universe to its

predetermined goal and design. It is the effecting or the outworking of His decrees”

(McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:342). God in His providence brings to pass in the

present what He planned and predestined in eternity past.

Providence is a function of God’s sovereign control of His creation, guiding and

governing it, resulting in history being His story. Simply put, providence is God’s

putting the right people or things in the right place at the right point in time for the right

purpose(s)--”at such a time as this (Esther 4:14) in such a place as this for such a

purpose as this.” Think the stories of Joseph and Esther, as well as the words of Psalm

31:15a, Acts 17:26, and Romans 8:28. Think also of the many “remarkable providences”

(as the Puritans called them) of post-biblical human history.

God in His providence renders it certain that who or what He wants does what He

wants, where He wants, when He wants, and for the reason(s) He wants. How this

comports with the compatible truth of human freedom has been discussed previously in

this study.
120

To reiterate what has been stated previously, I quote Grudem (p. 321):

“Exactly how God combines his providential control with our willing and significant

choices, Scripture does not explain to us. But rather than deny one aspect or the other

(simply because we cannot explain how both can be true), we should accept both in an

attempt to be faithful to the teaching of all of Scripture.”

A careful distinction must be made between God’s work of providence and His work of

miracles. McCune (A Systematic Theology, 1:180) makes the distinction well: “A

miracle is a direct and immediate imposition of God’s power into the time-space-mass

continuum. A work of providence is God’s mediate employment of His power, His

indirect intervention into this natural order through secondary causation.” Frame (p.

275) speaks of miracles as extraordinary actions of God, providence as His ordinary

actions. In biblical days, God worked primarily through providence and only

secondarily through miracles. Today, He works exclusively through providence (for a

defense of this statement, see “Are Miracles Still Happening Today?” below).

120See both on God’s Sovereignty and on The Decrees of God.
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God’s Work of Redemption

Since most systematic theologies discuss God’s work of redemption in an in-depth way

either under Christology (Christ) or soteriology (salvation), it is mentioned only briefly

here. All three Persons of the Godhead are active in the work of redemption: the Father

planned (Acts 2:23, 4:28, 13:48, and Revelation 13:8), the Son provides/accomplished

(Romans 3:24, Ephesians 1:7, Colossians 1:14, Hebrews 9:12, and 1 Peter 1:18-19), and

the Spirit performs/applies.

Are Miracles Still Happening Today?

In the opinion of this writer, no.
121

This is not to say that God is no longer capable of

performing miracles, only that He has chosen not to.

The primary rationale for this position is the seemingly inseparable relationship

between miracles, special revelation, and the divinely-authorized conduits of special

121This writer would concur with the suggestion of some that the one exception to this assertion
is the ongoing supernatural work of regeneration.
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revelation, the Old Testament prophets and the New Testament apostles. Biblically,

one of the primary purposes of miracles was to accredit the divinely-authorized

messengers through which special revelation was mediated, thereby authenticating

their revelations as being from God (see 1 Kings 17:24, John 5:20, 36, 10:25, 38, 14:11,

20:30-31, Acts 2:22, 14:3, 2 Corinthians 12:12, and Hebrews 2:3-4; cf. Matthew

11:4-5//Luke 7:22 and John 2:11). Since such messengers passed from the scene by

the end of the first century A.D.
122

(with the death of the apostle John), both special

revelation (the canon of Scripture was closed with the writing of the book of

Revelation at the end of the first century A.D.) and miracles (cf. 1 Corinthians 13:8-10)

ceased. Since God is no longer giving special revelation, He is no longer performing

miracles.
123

Though God may still do the supernatural/extraordinary, because we do not have an

infallible, divinely-appointed interpreter, we cannot with absolute certainty and

authority label any alleged supernatural/extraordinary occurrence a “miracle” (in the

biblical sense of the term). Accordingly, McCune (“Systematic Theology 1,” p. 76)

states: “Since no one is receiving direct revelation today, it is all the more impossible

for this channel to be in operation today. There would be no infallible interpreter.”

Without such an interpreter, how are we to know whether a supernatural occurrence

is from God or Satan (2 Thessalonians 2:9 speaks of Satan’s “false signs and wonders”;

other Scriptures that remind that not all miracles are necessarily from God include

Exodus 7:11-12a, 22, 8:7, 17-18, Deuteronomy 13:1-3, Matthew 7:22-23, 24:24, and

123In this regard, it is interesting to note that there have been three distinct periods of miracles
throughout biblical history: the time of Moses and Joshua, the time of Elijah and Elisha, and the
time of Christ and the apostles, and that these three epochs correspond to the three epochs during
which the books of Scripture were penned. “Miracles do not appear on the pages of Scripture
vagrantly here, there, and elsewhere indifferently, without assignable reason. They belong to
revelation periods, and appear only when God is speaking to His people through accredited
messengers, declaring His gracious purposes. Their abundant display in the Apostolic Church is
the mark of the richness of the Apostolic age in revelation; and when this revelation period
closed, the period of miracle-working had passed by also, as a mere matter of course . . . .
Therefore it is that the miraculous working which is but the sign of God’s revealing power,
cannot be expected to continue, and in point of fact does not continue, after the revelation of
which it is the accompaniment has been completed” (B. B. Warfield, Counterfeit Miracles, pp.
25-27). Reymond (p. 409) likewise writes: “The biblical ‘miracles of power’ do not occur
haphazardly, for no rhyme or reason …. To the contrary, the Bible suggests that they served the
revelatory process by authenticating the credentials of the human organs of special revelation
….”

122According to Ephesians 2:20, they were merely intended to be foundational all along.
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Revelation 13:13-15)? Supernatural phenomena can easily be misinterpreted without

a supernaturally-endowed interpreter (see, for example, John 12:28-29 and Acts

14:11).
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