Theological Training #2: The Character of God: Incommunicable Attributes 

Our goal today is worship.  So let’s open up in prayer. 

(pray through the following—thank God that he is both infinite and thus not able to be understood fully by us and that he is knowable and thus has revealed himself to us—Pray that we would approach him with humility and boldness—and that he would lead us in worship as we contemplate these truths about his character.)

An Important Preface: God is both incomprehensible and knowable.  

· We need to hold these seemingly opposing truths in tandem, i.e., that God is, on the one hand, incomprehensible (he cannot be fully understood by us finite beings) and yet, on the other hand, he is knowable (we can know God Himself truly).  So we approach our study of the character of God with humility and boldness—humility because of the finite understanding we bring to our infinite Creator and boldness because we believe that God has revealed his very self to us in all truth in the Scriptures.  

Incomprehensibility and Knowability of God

--God cannot be fully understood by us because he is infinite and we are finite human beings.  But he can be known nevertheless.  

1.) We can know God truly. (especially in what Scripture tells us about God because Scripture is true!)

1 John 4:8 “God is love”

1 John 1:5 “God is light”

2.) We can know God Himself.

Jeremiah 9:23-24—“. . .but let him who boasts boast about this: that he understands and knows me. . .”

John 17:3 “Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”

Hebrews 8:11 “. . .they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest”

What are incommunicable attributes? (Macroview of our discussion of the character of God)

When we talk about the character of God, we can break down God’s attributes into two broad categories—communicable attributes and incommunicable attributes. 

Communicable attributes are those attributes that God shares with others.  

E.g. his love and knowledge

Incommunicable attributes are those attributes that God does not share with others.

E.g. his eternity and omnipresence  

Five Incommunicable Attributes of God

1.) God’s independence

2.) God’s unchangeableness (or immutability)

3.) God’s eternity (or timelessness)

4.) God’s omnipresence 

5.) God’s unity (or simplicity)

God’s Independence

Defn: God does not need us or the rest of creation for anything, yet we and the rest of creation can glorify him and bring him joy.

Scriptural Basis

1.) God doesn’t need creation to exist or for any other reason.

Acts 17:24-25 “The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands.  And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else.”
Job 41:11 “Who has given to me, that I should repay him?  Whatever is under the whole heaven is mine.”
Psalm 50:10-12 “for every animal of the forest is mine, and the cattle on a thousand hills.  I know every bird in the mountains, and the creatures of the field are mine.  If I were hungry I would not tell you, for the world is mine, and all that is in it.
--“No one has ever contributed to God anything that did not first come from God who created all things” (Grudem 161).

2.) We and the rest of creation can glorify him and bring him joy.

Isaiah 43:7 “everyone who is called by my name, whom I created for my glory, whom I formed and made.” 
Eph. 1:11-12 “In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory.”

Isaiah 62:3-5 “You will be a crown of splendor in the Lord’s hand, . . . for the Lord will take delight in you, and your land will be married. . . .as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice over you.”

Zephaniah 3:17-18 “The Lord your God is with you, he is mighty to save.  He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing.”
Importance of God’s Independence
· God is qualitatively different from us!  God is worthy of our worship!

 “It is not just that God does not need the creation for anything; God could not  need the creation for anything.  The difference between the creature and the Creator is an immensely vast difference, for God exists in a fundamentally different order of being. . . .The difference between God’s being and ours is more than the difference between the sun and a candle, more than the difference between the ocean and a raindrop, more than the difference between the arctic ice cap and a snowflake, more than the difference between the universe and the room we are sitting in: God’s being is qualitatively different.  No limitation or imperfection in creation should be projected onto our thought of God.  He is the Creator; all else is creaturely” (Grudem 162).

· God gives us genuine, personal significance.  While God doesn’t need us, he has determined that we would be meaningful to him.  He chooses to delight in us.  And this (and not a delusion that God needs us) is what gives us genuine, personal significance!  Even more reason to worship God!

God’s Unchangeableness or Immutability

Defn: God is unchanging in his being, perfections, purposes, and promises, yet God does act and feel emotions, and he acts and feels differently in response to different situations.

Scriptural Basis

1.) God is unchangeable in his being, i.e., his perfections.

Psalm 102:25-27 “In the beginning you laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands.  They will perish, but you remain; they will all wear out like a garment.  Like clothing you will change them and they will be discarded.  But you remain the same, and your years will never end.” (Here, God is contrasted with things that are thought of as permanent.)
Malachi 3:6 “I the Lord do not change.  So you, O descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed.”
James 1:17 “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.”

2.) God is unchangeable in his purposes.

Psalm 33:11 “But the plans of the Lord stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart through all generations.”
Isaiah 46:9-11 “Remember the former things, those of long ago; I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me.  I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come.  I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please.”

3.) God is unchangeable in his promises.

Numbers 23:19 “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind.  Does he speak and then not act?  Does he promise and not fulfill?”
1 Samuel 15:29 “He who is the Glory of Israel does not lie or change his mind; for he is not a man, that he should change his mind.” (This is an interesting example, because in vv. 11, 35 God says that he was sorry that he had made Saul king.)
Senses of Mutability Proper to God

There are two ways in which God is changeable.  First, he is able to change in his response to us.  And secondly, he is able to experience emotions and passions. 

Q: Why is this important?  

Because while God is unchangeable in his perfections, purposes and promises, he still interacts with us and relates to us.  He’s not this immoveable statue, unaware of our actions and dispassionate to our troubles.  He acts and feels emotion.  So let’s explore these two senses of changeableness in God.

1.) God changes in his attitude and relationship to his creatures.  (relational mutability)

Example: Jonah 3:4-5, 10 (cf. Exodus 32:9-14) “On the first day, Jonah started into the city.  He proclaimed: ‘Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned.’ The Ninevites believed God.  They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth. . . . When God say what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened.”

-- God responds differently to different situations.  When his wrath is provoked by the Ninevites’ sin, God intends to judge them (v.4).  But then the Ninevites repent, which presents a changed situation (v.5).  God then responds to this changed situation.  He’s no longer dealing with hardened sinners but with repentant ones, and so he responds with mercy (v.10).  

--God’s attitude change towards the Ninevites never involves a change in his nature.  In fact, God’s change in attitude and relationship towards his creatures actually demonstrates his unchangeableness because he responds consistently and appropriately to a changed situation. 

2.) God feels emotion.

Examples: God rejoices    Zechariah 3:17; Isaiah 62:5


      God grieves    Ephesians 4:30; Psalm 78:40


      God pities 
      Psalm 103:13


      God loves 
      Psalm 103:17; Isaiah 54:8

      God burns with wrath    Exodus 32:10

Challenges to the Immutability of God 
Challenges to the unchangeableness of God (championed most notably by Hartshorne and Clarke) are motivated by a desire to preserve our significance in God’s eyes.  

Hartshorne is the father of process theology, which is built on the assumption that process and change are essential aspects of genuine existence.  Therefore God must be changing over time just like everything else that exists.  Process theologians also assume that the immutability of God implies that nothing we do affects God, thus robbing us of our personal significance.  

But these protests are unnecessary.  God does not need to be entirely changeable in order for us to have value in his eyes.  As we have shown above, there are senses of mutability proper to God that still maintain God’s unchangeableness in his perfections, purposes and promises.  Moreover, God is both infinite and personal.  And he is able to hold these in perfect balance. 

Importance of the doctrine of God’s immutability

Q: What are the implications if God is not unchangeable in his being and perfections?  

If God could change in his being (in his perfections) then . . .

· Either he would not be already perfect enough now and so would have to change to become more perfect 

· Or assuming that he is perfect now he could still change to become less perfect.  In other words, he could change for the worse!  This would be truly frightening!  

Q: What are the implications if God is not unchangeable in his purposes and promises?

If God could change in his purposes and promises, then he would not be trustworthy.  

He could be just as fickle as us.  We could not trust that his word is true or that he will be faithful to his promises.  And there would be no security in him, no peace in his promises.  

Thank God that he is indeed unchangeable in his perfections, purposes and promises. God is infinitely trustworthy!  He cannot change for the worse.  And he cannot change for the better because he is already perfect! 

And praise God that he is unchangeable and yet chooses to relate to us in a personal way.  He intimately interacts with us.

God’s Eternity or Timelessness

Defn: God has no beginning, end, or succession of moments in his own being, and he sees all time equally vividly, yet God sees events in time and acts in time.
Scriptural Basis
1.) Timeless in his being.

Psalm 90:2 “Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God.” (present existence in his being from past to future)
Revelation 1:8 “‘I am the Alpha and the Omega,’ says the Lord God, ‘who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.’”
Exodus 3:14 (cf. John 8:58) “God said to Moses, ‘I AM who I AM.  This is what you are to say to the Israelites: “I AM has sent me to you.”’ ” (present existence in his being--no past or future)
Genesis 1:1 “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”
--God created all things including time, therefore he never began to exist.  God has power over time.  He dictates how it will function.  Time is subject to God and does not have power over him.

2.) God sees all time equally vividly.

Psalm 90:4 “For a thousand years in your sight are like a day that has just gone by, or like a watch in the night.”
--All history is compressed to a short period such that God sees it all very clearly as if it just happened.

2 Peter 3:8 “But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day.”
--All history is always present to him.  This may be hard to imagine.  But maybe it’s very faintly like finishing a long movie or novel and recalling the many events that transpired over time.  For a brief time, these events that occurred over a long period of time seem “present” to our minds at one moment.  

*Bottom line: There is a qualitative difference in the way that God experiences time. 

“I am God, and there is none like me” (Isaiah 46:9b).

3.) God sees events in time and acts in time. (This is very important as we come to the recent challenges to God’s timelessness.)

Galatians 4:4-5 “But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons.”
Acts 17:30-31 “In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent.  For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed . . .”
*Bottom line: God is Lord over time.  He rules over it and uses it for his own purposes.

Challenges to God’s timelessness
Like the challenges to immutability, the assumption is that if God is infinite then he cannot be personal.  Thus, challenges to God’s timelessness are motivated by a desire to maintain God’s active relating to us such that he is responsive to our needs and approachable in prayer.  The premise is that God’s causing (his activity) must be in time.  (Pike and Davis are proponents of this thought.) 

But there is no real issue with God’s active relating to us.  As we saw above, the Scriptures tell us that God is timeless in his being and yet still acts in time.  In his timelessness, God is not entangled in the world.  In fact, because God is not limited to one time or space (as we shall see next), he is more able to relate to us.  Every instant is present to him, so he can respond all the better to us (with more knowledge, power and compassion) instead of just responding to one moment.  

Importance of the doctrine of God’s timelessness
· God both transcends time and acts in time!  

“God can act in time because he is Lord of time.  He uses it to display his glory.  In fact, it is often God’s good pleasure to fulfill his promises and carry out his works of redemption over a period of time so that we might more readily see and appreciate his great wisdom, his patience, his faithfulness, his lordship over all events, and even his unchangeableness and eternity” 

(Grudem 173).

· God’s promises are eternal and trustworthy.  We can rest secure in his promises to us.

· God created us with a longing for the eternal.  The world is transitory and perishing.  But we cling to the eternal God.

God’s Omnipresence

Defn: God does not have size or spatial dimensions and is present at every point of space with his whole being, yet God acts differently in different places. (If God’s eternity is infinity applied to time, then God’s omnipresence is infinity applied to space.)

Scriptural Basis

1.) God is the Creator of and Lord over space.

Genesis 1:1-2a “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and empty, . . .” 

--creation of finite existence in the world, creation of space

Deuteronomy 10:14 “To the Lord your God belong the heavens, even the highest heavens, the earth and everything in it.”

2.) God is present everywhere in space.

Jeremiah 23:23-24 “‘Am I only a God nearby,’ declares the Lord, ‘and not a God far away? Can anyone hide in secret places so that I cannot see him?’ declares the Lord.  ‘Do not I fill heaven and earth?’ declares the Lord.”
Psalm 139:7-10 “Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence?  If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.  If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast.”
Acts 17:28a “‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’”
Colossians 1:17 (cf. Hebrews 1:3)“He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.”
3.) God doesn’t have spatial dimensions and therefore cannot be contained in space.

1 Kings 8:27 “But will God really dwell on earth?  The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you.  How much les this temple I have built!”
Acts 7:48-50 (cf. Isaiah 66:1-2) “However, the Most High does not live in houses made by men.  As the prophet says: ‘Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool.  What kind of house will you build for me? says the Lord.  Or where will my resting place be?  Has not my hand made all these things?’” 

      “God contains all things and is himself alone uncontained.”

      “God is wholly everywhere yet nowhere.”

4.) God is present in different ways in different places.

--God is present to punish

Amos 9:1-4 “. . . Though they dig down to the depths of the grave, from there my hand will take them.  Though they climb up to the heavens, from there I will bring them down.  Though they hide themselves on the top of Carmel, there I will hunt them down and seize them.  Though they hide from me at the bottom of the sea, there I will command the serpent to bit them.  Though they are driven into exile by their enemies, there I will command the sword to slay them.  I will fix my eyes upon them for evil and not for good.’” 

--God is present to sustain

Colossians 1:17 “He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.”
--God is present to bless

Psalm 16:11 “You have made known to me the path of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand.”

Q: If God is present everywhere, then why does the Bible sometimes talk about God’s “presence” at or absence from a particular place?  

     Example:

2 Corinthians 3:17 “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.”
John 14:23 “Jesus replied, ‘If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching.  My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.’”

Isaiah 59:2 “But your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear.”

Proverbs 15:29 “The Lord is far from the wicked but he hears the prayer of the righteous.”

This description of God’s presence at a particular place is a biblical pattern of expression.      

     Usually when Scripture talks about God’s presence it is his presence to bless 

(2 Corinthians 3:17; Romans 8:9-10; John 14:23).  

     Alternately, when God is spoken to be “far away” he is present not to bless 

(Isaiah 59:2; Proverbs 15:29).  

“In summary, God is present in every part of space with his whole being, yet God acts differently in different places.  Furthermore, when the Bible speaks of God’s presence, it usually means his presence to bless, and it is only normal for our own speech to conform to this biblical usage” (Grudem 177).

Some Misunderstandings We Should Guard Against

1.) God’s omnipresence does not mean that God just stretches himself infinitely everywhere.  It’s essential that we understand that God is present at every point of space with his whole being.  

Therefore, it’s not that just a part of God is everywhere as he fills up all space with himself.  But God himself is present with his whole being at every point in space.  (Acts 17:28, Colossians 1:27, Hebrews 1:3 suggest this further)

2.) God isn’t just a bigger space around the universe.

3.) The doctrine of God’s omnipresence does not mean that God equals the universe—that he is the substance of all things (pantheism).  And it doesn’t mean that God is in everything (panentheism).  Because then this would mean that God is still in essence spatial and bound by space. 

4.) God’s omnipresence also does not mean that God is only present in his power but not in his essence and nature (deism).  This supposes then that God is somehow distant from the universe.  

Q: How then do we understand omnipresence?  

Essentially, God is a different kind of being where he is everywhere with his whole being and yet not limited to any location.  God’s is a kind of existence where he doesn’t need space.  

Importance of God’s Omnipresence

· God is so different from what we know—he is wholly everywhere and not limited by space.  He is worthy of our worship!

· God is never far.  God knows you.  This is so comforting and personal and disconcerting too!  

“When you wish to do something evil, you retire from the public into your house where no enemy may see you; from those places of your house which are open and visible to the eyes of men you remove yourself into your room; even in your room you fear some witness from another quarter; you retire into your heart, there you meditate: he is more inward than your heart.  Wherever, therefore, you shall have fled, there he is.  From yourself, whither will you flee?  Will you not follow yourself wherever you shall flee?  But since there is One more inward even than yourself, there is no place where you may flee from God angry but to God reconciled.  There is no place at all whither you may flee.  Will you flee from him?  Flee unto him.”  (from an unknown source quoted in Herman Bavinck, The Doctrine of God, p.164)

God’s Unity or Simplicity

Defn: God is not divided into parts, yet we see different attributes of God emphasized at different times.

1.) Scriptural Basis

2.) God is not divided into parts.
--Probably the best way to substantiate God’s unity is to look at a few passages that describe God with several attributes. 

Exodus 34:6-7 “And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, ‘The Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. . .’”
1 John 1:5; 4:8 “God is light”; “God is love”
--In these verses there is an assumption that every attribute is completely true of God and is true of all of God’s character.  Therefore, not just a part of God is light and another part is love.  But God himself is light.  And God himself is love.  

3.) We see different attributes of God emphasized at different times.

--Hence, we see the Scriptures describing God in diverse ways in different contexts such as John’s different descriptions of God in 1 John.  

Some Misunderstandings to Guard Against
1.) God’s unity means that we shouldn’t think of God as a collection of various attributes added together.

2.) God’s unity means that we shouldn’t think of God’s attributes as external to God himself and so additions to his real being.

* “God’s whole being includes all of his attributes.  He is entirely loving, entirely merciful, entirely just, and so forth.  Every attribute of God that we find in Scripture is true of all of God’s being, and we therefore can say that every attribute of God also qualifies every other attribute” (Grudem 178).

1.) Importance of God’s Unity

· We should be careful not to elevate one of God’s attributes as more important than the other (perhaps most commonly done with God’s holiness or God’s love).  

It is not this one aspect (or these aspects of God’s character) that is praiseworthy but God himself in his whole being. 

· Because God’s whole being includes all of his attributes, we cannot and should not set one of his attributes in opposition to another (perhaps most commonly done with God’s wrath and God’s love).  

We, in our finiteness, are unable to grasp all of God’s character all at once, and so probably God offers us these different perspectives of his character in his attributes.  But as we contemplate one attribute or another, we should be careful to study them also in the context of his united character.  

· God’s unity reminds us of the richness of his character—the complexity, the depth of his unfathomability, and, ultimately, his beauty.

� All of the above definitions are quoted from Wayne Grudem’s class notes (ST 611, Spring ’96).  They are also quoted in his text book Systematic Theology.  





