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THE COMMUNICABLE ATTRIBUTES – God as a Personal Spirit 
(Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, pp. 64-81.)
COMMUNICABLE ATTRIBUTES: GOD AS PERSON: CONSCIOUS, INTELLIGENT, FREE, MORAL BEING 

PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTION: PERSONAL EXISTENCE CONSISTENT WITH ABSOLUTENESS? 


If the attributes discussed in the previous chapter stressed the absolute Being of God, those that remain to be considered emphasize His personal nature.  It is in the communicable attributes that God stands out as a conscious, intelligent, free, and moral Being, as a Being that is personal in the highest sense of the word.  The question has long engaged the attention of philosophers, and is still a subject of debate, whether personal existence is consistent with the idea of absoluteness.   

MEANING OF “ABSOLUTE”: AGNOSTIC, LOGICAL, CAUSAL SENSE 

The answer to that question depends to a great extent on the meaning one ascribes to the word “absolute.”  The word has been used in three different senses in philosophy, which may be denominated as the agnostic, the logical, and the causal sense.  

#1 AGNOSTIC: ABSOLUTE = UNRELATED, UNKNOWABLE: THUS IMPERSONAL 

For the agnostic the Absolute is the unrelated, of which nothing can be known, since things are known only in their relations.  And if nothing can be known of it, personality cannot be ascribed to it.  Moreover, since personality is unthinkable apart from relations, it cannot be identified with an Absolute which is in its very essence the unrelated.  

#2 LOGICAL: ABSOLUTE = HIGHEST UNIVERSAL, ULTIMATE REALITY, ABSORBS INDIVIDUAL

SPINOZA: ABSOLUTE SUBSTANCE; HEGEL: ABSOLUTE SPIRIT

IT EXPRESSES ITSELF THRU FINITE; BUT FINITE CAN’T EXPRESS ITS ESSENCE/NATURE

PERSONALITY LIMITS ABSOLUTE TO ONE MODE OF BEING, DESTROYS ABSOLUTENESS 

THIS ABSOLUTE IS DEVOID OF CONTENT

In the logical Absolute the individual is subordinated to the universal, and the highest universal is ultimate reality.   Such is the absolute substance of Spinoza, and the absolute spirit of Hegel.  It may express itself in and through the finite, but nothing that is finite can express its essential nature.   To ascribe personality to it would be to limit it to one mode of being, and would destroy its absoluteness.  In fact, such an absolute or ultimate is a mere abstract and empty concept, that is barren of all content.  

#3 CAUSAL: ULTIMATE GROUND OF BEING

NOT DEPENDENT ON ANYTHING; ALL DEPENDS ON IT

IT ENTERS INTO RELATIONS WITH FINITE CREATURES 

(*** Note by Ling)

The causal view of the Absolute represents it as the ultimate ground of all things.  It is not dependent on anything outside of itself, but causes all things to depend on it.  Moreover, it is not necessarily completely unrelated, but can enter into various relations with finite creatures.  Such a conception of the Absolute is not inconsistent with the idea of personality.  

(Cf. Frame on Van Til: absolute personality.) 

GOD AS PERFECT PERSON, MAN MERE COPY; GOD = TRI-PERSONAL! 

Moreover, we should bear in mind that in their argumentation philosophers were always operating with the idea of personality as it is realized in man and lost sight of the fact that personality in God might be something infinitely more perfect.  As a matter of fact, perfect personality is found only in God, and what we see in man is only a finite copy of the original.  Still more, there is a tri-personality in God, of which no analogy is found in human beings.
PROOFS FOR THE PERSONALITY OF GOD 


Several natural proofs, quite similar to those adduced for the existence of God, have been urged to prove the personality of God.  
#1 MAN’S PERSONALITY DEMANDS EXPLANATION/CAUSE: CAUSE MUST BE PERSONAL

First: Human personality demands a personal God for its explanation.  Man is not a self-existent and eternal, but a finite being that has a beginning and an end.  The cause assumed must be sufficient to account for the whole of the effect.  Since man is a personal product, the power originating him must also be personal.  Otherwise there is something in the effect which is superior to anything that is found in the cause; and this would be quite impossible. 

#2 WORLD’S CONSTITUTION REVEALS PERSONALITY: INTELLIGENCE, EMOTIONS, POWER/WILL


Second: The world in general bears witness to the personality of God.  In its whole fabric and constitution it reveals the clearest traces of an infinite intelligence, of the deepest, highest and tenderest emotions, and of a will that is all-powerful.  Consequently, we are constrained to mount from the world to the world’s Maker as a Being of intelligence, sensibility, and will, that is, as a person.

#3 MAN’S MORAL, RELIGIOUS NATURE POINTS TO A PERSONAL GOD – 

OBLIGATION TO DO RIGHT PRESUPPOSES LAWGIVER

QUEST FOR COMMUNION WITH HIGHER BEING DEMANDS PERSONAL GOD AS OBJECT/END 

EVEN PANTHEISTS UNCONSCIOUSLY BELIEVE IN PERSONAL GOD 


Third: The moral and religious nature of man also points to the personality of God.  His moral nature imposes on him a sense of obligation to do that which is right, and this necessarily implies the existence of a supreme Lawgiver.  Moreover, his religious nature constantly prompts him to seek personal communion with some higher Being; and all the elements and activities of religion demand a personal God as their object and final end.  Even so-called pantheistic religions often testify unconsciously to belief in a personal God.  The fact is that all such things as penitence, faith and obedience, fellowship and love, loyalty in service and sacrifice, trust in life and death, are meaningless unless they find their appropriate object in a personal God. 
TESTIMONIA; PROOF IN GOD’S SELF-REVELATION IN SCRIPTURE: WORDS: PANIM, PROSOPON; 

PERSONAL PRESENCE OF GOD; BIBLE = ANTHROPOMORPHIC, ANTHROPATHIC 


But while all these considerations are true and have some value as testimonia, they are not the proofs on which theology depends in its doctrine of the personality of God.  It turns for proof to God’s Self-revelation in Scripture.  The term “person” is not applied to God in the Bible, though there are words, such as the Hebrew panim and the Greek prosopon, that come very close to expressing the idea.  At the same time Scripture testifies to the personality of God in more than one way.  The presence of God, as described by Old and New Testament writers, is clearly a personal presence.  And the anthropomorphic and anthropopathic representations of God in Scripture, while they must be interpreted so as not to militate against the pure spirituality and holiness of God, can hardly be justified, except on the assumption that the Being to whom they apply is a real person, with personal attributes, even though it be without human limitations.  God is represented throughout as a personal God, with whom men can and may converse, whom they can trust, who sustains them in their trials, and fills their hearts with the joy of deliverance and victory.  

GOD’S REVELATION IN SCRIPTURE IS PERSONAL REVELATION

And, finally, the highest revelation of God to which the Bible testifies is a personal revelation.  Jesus Christ reveals the Father in such a perfect way that He could say to Philip, “He who hath seen m e hath seen the Father,” John 14:9.  More detailed proofs will appear in the discussion of the communicable attributes.
A.  THE SPIRITUALITY OF GOD (pp. 65-66).  
GOD IS SPIRIT (JOHN 4:24): GOD’S BEING IS IMMATERIAL, INVISIBLE, W/O COMPOSITION/EXTENSION

ALL PERFECT QUALITIES OF SPIRIT: SELF-CONSCIOUS, SELF-DETERMINING; EXCLUDES CORPOREITY 
The Bible does not give us a definition of God.  The nearest approach to anything like it is found in the word of Christ to the Samaritan woman, “God is Spirit,” John 4:24.  This is at least a statement purporting to tell us in a single word what God is.  The Lord does not merely say that god is a spirit, but that He is Spirit.  And because of this clear statement it is but fitting that we should discuss first of all the spirituality of God.  By teaching the spirituality of God theology stresses the fact that God has a substantial Being all His own and distinct from the world, and that this substantial Being is immaterial, invisible, and without composition or extension.  It includes the thought that all the essential qualities which belong to the perfect idea of Spirit are found in Him: that He is a self-conscious and self-determining Being.  Since He is Spirit in the most absolute, and in the purest sense of the word, there is in Him no composition of parts.  The idea of spirituality of necessity excludes the ascription of anything like corporeity to God, and thus condemns the fancies of some of the early Gnostics and medieval Mystics, and of all those sectarians of our own day who ascribe a body to God.  It is true that the Bible speaks of the hands and feet, the eyes and ears, the mouth and nose of God, but in doing this it is speaking anthropomorphically or figuratively of Him who far transcends our human knowledge, and of whom we can only speak in a stammering fashion after the manner of men.  

GOD HAS NONE OF MATTER’S PROPERTIES: CANNOT BE DISCERNED BY SENSES 

By ascribing spirituality to God we also affirm that He has none of the properties belonging to matter, and that He cannot be discerned by the bodily senses.  Paul speaks of Him as “the King eternal, immortal, invisible” (I Tim. 1:17), and again as “the King of kings, and Lord of lords, who only hath immortality, dwelling in light unapproachable; whom no man hath seen, nor can see: to whom be honor and power eternal,” I Tim. 6:15, 16.

B.  INTELLECTUAL ATTRIBUTES (pp. 66-70).  
God is represented in Scripture as Light, and therefore as perfect in His intellectual life.  This category compromises two of the divine perfections, namely, the knowledge and the wisdom of God.  

1. THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD 
GOD KNOWS ALL IN ONE ETERNAL, SIMPLE ACT

The knowledge of God may be defined as that perfection of God whereby He, in an entirely unique manner, knows Himself and all things possible and actual in one eternal and most simple act. The Bible testifies to the knowledge of God abundantly, as, for instance, in I Sam. 2:3; Job 12:13; Ps. 94:9; 147:4; Isa. 29:15; 40:27, 28.  In connection with the knowledge of God several points call for consideration.  

a.  THE NATURE OF THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD 

ARCHETYPAL KNOWLEDGE: GOD KNOWS ALL IN HIS MIND, NOT OBTAINED FROM WITHOUT

ABSOLUTE, PERFECT, INTUITIVE, INNATE, IMMEDIATE, SIMULTANEOUS, COMPLETE, CONSCIOUS

The knowledge of God differs in some important points from that of men.  It is archetypal, which means that He knows the universe as it exists in His own eternal idea previous to its existence as a finite reality in time and space; and that His knowledge is not, like ours, obtained from without.  It is a knowledge that is characterized by absolute perfection.  As such it is intuitive rather than demonstrative or discursive.  It is innate and immediate, and does not result from observation or from a process of reasoning.  Being perfect, it is also simultaneous and not successive, so that He sees things at once in their totality, and not piecemeal one after another.  Furthermore, it is complete and fully conscious, while man’s knowledge is always partial, frequently indistinct, and often fails to rise to the clear light of consciousness.  

NECESSARY KNOWLEDGE VS. FREE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD 

NECESSARY KNOWLEDGE: W/O ACT OF DIVINE WILL; KNOWLEDGE OF HIMSELF ALL THINGS POSSIBLE

A distinction is made between the necessary and free knowledge of God.  The former is the knowledge which God has of Himself and of all things possible, a knowledge resting on the consciousness of His omnipotence.  It is called necessary knowledge, because it is not determined by an action of the divine will.  It is also known as the knowledge of simple intelligence, in view of the fact that it is purely an act of the divine intellect, without any concurrent action of the divine will.  

FREE KNOWLEDGE: KNOWLEDGE OF ALL THINGS ACTUAL

The free knowledge of God is the knowledge which He has of all things actual, that is, of things that existed in the past, that exist in the present, or that will exist in the future.  It is founded on God’s infinite knowledge of His own all-comprehensive and unchangeable eternal purpose, and is called free knowledge, because it is determined by a concurrent act of the will.  It is also called scientia visionis, knowledge of vision.  
b. THE EXTENT OF THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD 

ALL-INCLUSIVE, OMNISCIENT; GOD SEES HIDDEN ESSENCE; SEES POSSIBLE/ACTUAL
The knowledge of God is not only perfect in kind, but also in its inclusiveness.  It is called omniscience, because it is all-comprehensive.  In order to promote a proper estimate of it, we may particularize as follows; God knows Himself and in Himself all things that come from Him (internal knowledge).  He knows all things as they actually come to pass, past, present, and future, and knows them in their real relations.  He knows the hidden essence of things, to which the knowledge of man cannot penetrate.  He sees not as man sees, who observes only the outward manifestations of life, but penetrates to the depths of the human heart.  Moreover, He knows what is possible as well as what is actual; all things that might occur under certain circumstances are present to His mind.  The omniscience of God is clearly taught in several passages of Scripture.  He is perfect in knowledge, Job 37:16, looketh not on outward appearance but on the heart, I Sam. 16:7; I Chron. 28:9, 17; Ps. 139:1-4; Jer. 17:10, observes the ways of men, Deut. 2:7; Job 23:10; 24:23; 31:4; Ps. 1:6; 119:168, knows the place of their habitation, Ps. 33:13, and the days of their life, Ps. 37:18.  This doctrine of the knowledge of God must be maintained over against all pantheistic tendencies to represent God as the unconscious ground of the phenomenal world, and of those who, like Marcion, Socinus and all who believe in a finite God, ascribe to Him only a limited knowledge.  
GOD’S FOREKNOWLEDGE OF MEN’S FREE ACTIONS, CONDITIONAL EVENTS: 
SOME DENY THIS FOREKNOWLEDGE; OTHERS DENY HUMAN FREEDOM


There is one question, however, that calls for special discussion.  It concerns God’s foreknowledge of the free actions of men, and therefore of conditional events.   We can understand how god can foreknow where necessity rules, but find it difficult to conceive of a previous knowledge of actions which man freely originates.  The difficulty of this problem led some to deny the foreknowledge of free actions, and others to deny human freedom.  

SCRIPTURE CLEARLY TEACHES FOREKNOWLEDGE, AND FREEDOM

GOD DECREES ALL THINGS W/CAUSES AND CONDITIONS IN EXACT ORDER 

GOD’S FOREKNOWLEDGE OF FUTURE/CONTIGENT THINGS RESTS ON DECREE 

It is perfectly evident that Scripture teaches the divine foreknowledge of contingent events, I Sam. 23:10-13; II Kings 13:19; Ps. 81:14, 15; Isa. 42:9; 48:18; Jer. 2:2, 3; 38:17-20; Ezek. 3:6; Matt. 11:21.  Moreover, it does not leave us in doubt as to the freedom of man.  It certainly does not permit the denial of either one of the terms of the problem.  We are up against a problem here, which we cannot fully solve, though it is possible to make an approach to a solution.  God has decreed all things, and has decreed them with their causes and conditions in the exact order in which they come to pass; and His foreknowledge of future things and also of contingent events rests on His decree.  This solves the problem as far as the foreknowledge of God is concerned. 

PREDETERMINATION CONSISTENT WITH MAN’S FREE WILL? 
IS FREE WILL ARBITRARINESS?  NO! 

WILL OF MAN IS ROOTED IN NATURE: MIND, EMOTIONS, INSTINCTS, OUR VERY CHARACTER 

FREE WILL AS RATIONAL SELF-DETERMINATION (LUBENTIA RATIONALIS) – NOT INCONSISTENT WITH FOREKNOWLEDGE 

MAN’S ACTION HAS A “WHY” – FREE MAN IS RELIABLE MAN – FREEDOM HAS ITS LAWS (ORR) 


But now the question arises, Is the predetermination of things consistent with the free will of man?  And the answer is that it certainly is not, if the freedom of the will be regarded as indifferentia (arbitrariness), but this is an unwarranted conception of the freedom of man.  The will of man is not something altogether indeterminate, something hanging in the air that can be swung arbitrarily in either direction.  It is rather something rooted in our very nature, connected with our deepest instincts and emotions, and determined by our intellectual considerations and by our very character.  As if we conceive of our human freedom as lubentia rationalis (reasonable self-determination), then we have no sufficient warrant for saying that it is inconsistent with divine foreknowledge.  Says Dr. Orr: “A solution of this problem there is, though our minds fail to grasp it.  In part it probably lies, not in denying freedom, but in a revised conception of freedom.  For freedom, after all, is not arbitrariness.  There is in all rational action a why for acting – a reason which decides action.  The truly free man is not the uncertain, incalculable man, but the man who is reliable.  In short, freedom has its laws – spiritual laws – and the omniscient Mind knows what these are.  But an element of mystery, it must be acknowledged, still remains.”  [Side-Lights on Christian Doctrine, p. 30.]
SCIENTIA MEDIA (MEDIATE KNOWLEDGE): JESUITS, LUTHERANS, ARMINIANS 

MEDIATE VS. NECESSARY KNOWLEDGE: OBJECT = THINGS ACTUALLY FUTURE 

MEDIATE VS. FREE KNOWLEDGE: GROUND = FREE ACTION OF CREATURE AS FORESEEN 

MEDIATE:  GOD KNOWS BY INFINITE INSIGHT INTO HOW CONTINGENT, SECONDARY CAUSE WILL ACT, FORESEEN, NOT BY KNOWING HIS ETERNAL PURPOSE 

A.A. HODGE, DABNEY 


Jesuit, Lutheran, and Arminian theologians suggested the so-called scientia media as a solution of the problem.  The name is indicative of the fact that it occupies a middle ground between the necessary and the free knowledge of God.  It differs form the former in that its object is not all possible things, but a special class of things actually future; and from the latter in that its ground is not the eternal purpose of God, but the free action of the creature as simply foreseen.  [A.A. Hodge, Outlines of Theol., p. 147.]   It is called mediate, says Dabney, “because they suppose God arrives at it, not directly by knowing His own purpose to effect it, but indirectly by His infinite insight into the manner in which the contingent second cause will act, under given outward circumstances, foreseen or produced by God.”  [Dabney, Syst. And Polem. Theol., p. 156.]  
BERKHOF’S CRITIQUE: PELAGIAN “FREEDOM” & CERTAIN KNOWLEDGE CAN’T BE RECONCILED 

GOD CANNOT (FORE)KNOW THINGS WHOLLY DEPENDENT ON MAN’S ARBITRARY WILL 

IF FOREKNOWLEDGE DEPENDS ON MAN’S CHOICE, GOD IS NOT OMNISCIENT 

But this is no solution of the problem at all.  It is an attempt to reconcile two things which logically exclude each other, namely, freedom of action in the Pelagian sense and a certain knowledge of that action.  Actions that are in no way determined by God, directly or indirectly, but are wholly dependent on the arbitrary will of man, can hardly be the object of divine knowledge.  Moreover, it is objectionable, because it makes the divine knowledge dependent on the choice of man, virtually annuls the certainty of the knowledge of future events, and thus implicitly denies the omniscience of God.  It is also contrary to such passages of Scripture as Acts 2:23; Rom. 9:16; Eph. 1:11; Phil. 2:13.  
(Cf. Open Theism.) 

2.  THE WISDOM OF GOD 

WISDOM IS INTUITIVE, NOT THEORETICAL; MAN’S KNOWLEDGE & WISDOM ARE IMPERFECT 
The wisdom of God may be regarded as a particular aspect of His knowledge.  It is quite evident that knowledge and wisdom are not the same, though they are closely related.  They do not always accompany each other.  An uneducated man may be superior to a scholar in wisdom.  Knowledge is acquired by study, but wisdom results from an intuitive insight into things.  The former is theoretical, while the latter is practical, making knowledge subservient to some specific purpose.  Both are imperfect in man, but in God they are characterized by absolute perfection.  

GOD’S WISDOM = INTELLIGENCE, ADAPTING MEANS TO ENDS; 
GOD’S ENDS = BEST; GOD’S MEANS = BEST 

GOD APPLIES KNOWLEDGE TO GLORIFY HIMSELF (END) WITH BEST WAY 

God’s wisdom is His intelligence as manifested in the adaptation of means to ends.  It points to the fact that He always strives for the best possible ends, and chooses the best means for the realization of His purposes.  H.B. Smith defines the divine wisdom as “that attribute of God whereby He produces the best possible results with the best possible means.”  We may be a little more specific and call it that perfection of God whereby He applies His knowledge to the attainment of His ends in a way which glorifies Him most.  It implies a final end to which all secondary ends are subordinate; and according to Scripture this final end is the glory of God, Rom. 11:33; 14:7, 8; Eph. 1:11, 12; Col. 1:16.  Scripture refers to the wisdom of God in many passages, and even represents itself as personified in Proverbs 8.  This wisdom of God is seen particularly in creation Ps. 19:1-7; 104:1-34; in providence, Ps. 33:10, 11; Rom. 8:28; and in redemption, Rom. 11:33; I Cor. 2:7; Eph. 3:10.  

3. THE VERACITY OF GOD 
SCRIPTURE’S WORDS: HEBREW, GREEK; TRUTH, TRUTHFULNESS, FAITHFULNESS 
Scripture uses several words to express the veracity of God: in the Old Testament ’emeth, ’amunah, 
and ’amen, and in the New Testament alethes (aletheia), alethinos, and pistis.  This already points to the 
fact that it includes several ideas, such as truth, truthfulness, and faithfulness.  
[a] GOD IS TRUTH – IN METAPHYSICAL SENSE: 

GOD PERFECTLY REALIZES IN HIMSELF IDEA OF GODHEAD; HE IS ALL THAT HE AS GOD SHOULD BE 

[b] GOD IS TRUTH – IN ETHICAL SENSE: 

GOD REVEALS HIMSELF AS HE REALLY IS: REVELATION IS ABSOLUTELY RELIABLE 

[c] GOD IS TRUTH – IN LOGICAL SENSE: 

GOD KNOWS THINGS AS THEY REALLY ARE; 

CONSTITUTES MAN’S MIND THAT MAN CAN KNOW REALITY (NOT JUST APPEARANCE) OF THINGS 

TRUTH OF GOD – THE FOUNDATION OF ALL KNOWLEDGE  

When God is called the truth, this is to be understood in its most comprehensive sense.  He is the truth first of all in a metaphysical sense, that is, in Him the idea of the Godhead is perfectly realized; He is all that He as God should be, and as such is distinguished from all so-called gods, which are called vanity and lies, Ps. 96:5; 97:7; 115:4-8; Isa. 44:9, 10.  He is also the truth in an ethical sense, and as such reveals Himself as He really is, so that His revelation is absolutely reliable, Num. 23:19; Rom. 3:4; Heb. 6:18.  Finally, he is also the truth in a logical sense, and in virtue of this He knows things as they really are, and has so constituted the mind of man that the latter can know, not merely the appearance, but also the reality, of things.  Thus the truth of God is the foundation of all knowledge.  It should be borne in mind, moreover, that these three are but different aspects of the truth, which is one in God.  

SUMMARY: VERACITY: GOD FULLY ANSWERS TO IDEA OF GODHEAD, 

GOD’S REVELATION IS PERFECTLY RELIABLE, GOD SEES THINGS AS THEY REALLY ARE 

THEREFORE: GOD IS TRUTH IN MORALS, RELIGION, AND SCIENCE 

In view of the preceding we may define the veracity or truth of God as that perfection of His Being by virtue of which He fully answers to the idea of the Godhead, is perfectly reliable in His revelation, and sees things as they really are.  It is because of this perfection that He is the source of all truth, not only in the sphere of morals and religion, but also in every field of scientific endeavor.  Scripture is very emphatic in its references to God as the truth, Ex. 34:6; Num. 23:19; Deut. 32:4; Ps. 25:10; 31:6; Isa. 65:16; Jer. 10:8, 10, 11; John 14:6; 17:3; Tit. 1:2; Heb. 6:18; I John 5:20, 21.  

GOD’S TRUTH AS FAITHFULNESS 

GOD FULFILLS ALL PROMISES – MOST PRACTICAL TO GOD’S PEOPLE: 

GIVES CONFIDENCE, HOPE, COURAGE, JOY 

There is still another aspect of this divine perfection, and one that is always regarded as of the greatest importance.  It is generally called His faithfulness, in virtue of which He is ever mindful of His covenant and fulfils all the promises which He has made to His people.  The faithfulness of God is of the utmost practical significance to the people of God.  It is the ground of their confidence, the foundation of their hope, and the cause of their rejoicing.  It saves them from the despair to which their own unfaithfulness might easily lead, gives them courage to carry on in spite of their failures, and fills their hearts with joyful anticipation, even when they are deeply conscious of the fact that they have forfeited all the blessings of God.  Num. 23:19; Deut. 7:9; Ps. 9:33; Isa. 49:7; I Cor. 1:9; II Tim. 2:13; Heb. 6:17, 18; 10:23.

C.  MORAL ATTRIBUTES (pp. 70-76).  
MOST GLORIOUS TO MAN; INCLUDES GOD’S GOODNESS, HOLINESS, RIGHTEOUSNESS 

The moral attributes of God are generally regarded as the most glorious of the divine perfections.  Not that one attribute of God is in itself more perfect and glorious than another but relatively to man the moral perfections of God shine with a splendor all their own.  They are generally discussed under three heads: (1) the goodness of God, (2) the holiness of God; and (3) the righteousness of God. 

1.  THE GOODNESS OF GOD 

GOD IS GOOD IN HIMSELF (ANSWERS TO IDEAL “GOD” PERFECTLY) 

This is generally treated as a generic conception, including several varieties, which are distinguished according to their objects.  The goodness of God should not be confused with His kindness, which is a more restricted concept.  We speak of something as good, when it answers in all parts to the ideal.  Hence in our ascription of goodness to God the fundamental idea is that He is in every way all that He as God should be, and therefore answers perfectly to the ideal expressed in the word “God.”  He is good in the metaphysical sense of the word, absolute perfection and perfect bliss in Himself.  It is in this sense that Jesus said to the young ruler: “None is good save one, even God,” Mark 10:18.  

GOD IS GOOD FOR CREATURES: GOD IS FOUNTAIN OF ALL GOOD; GOD IS HIGHEST GOOD

But since God is good in Himself, He is also good for His creatures, and may therefore be called the fons omnium bonorum.  He is the fountain of all good, and is so represented in a variety of ways throughout the Bible.  The poet sings: “For with thee is the fountain of life; in thy light shall we see light,” Ps. 36:9.  All the good things which the creatures enjoy in the present and expect in the future, flow to them out of this inexhaustible fountain.  And not only that, but God is also the summum bonum, the highest good, for all His creatures, though in different degrees and according to the measure in which they answer to the purpose of their existence.  In the present connection we naturally stress the ethical goodness of God and the different aspects of it, as these are determined by the  nature of its objects. 
a.  The Goodness of God Toward His Creatures in General.
GOD DEALS KINDLY AND BOUNTIFULLY WITH CREATURES

This may be defined as that perfection of God which prompts Him to deal bountifully and kindly with all His creatures.  It is the affection which the Creator feels toward His sentient creatures as such.  The Psalmist sings of it in the well know words: “Jehovah is good to all; and His tender mercies are over all His works.  …  The eyes of all wait for thee; and thou givest them their food in due season.  Thou openest thy hand, and satisfies the desire of every living thing,” Ps. 145: 9, 15, 16.  This benevolent interest of God is revealed in His care for the creature’s welfare, and is suited to the nature and the circumstances of the creature.  It naturally varies in degree according to the capacity of the objects to receive it.  And while it is not restricted to believers, they only manifest a proper appreciation of its blessings, desire to use them in the service of their God, and thus enjoy them in a richer and fuller measure.  The Bible refers to this goodness of God in many passages, such as Ps. 36:6; 104:21; Matt. 5:45; 6:26; Luke 6:35; Acts 14:17.  
b. The Love of God.  
GOD IS ETERNALLY MOVED TO SELF-COMMUNICATION 

GOD IS ABSOLUTELY GOOD; HIS LOVE CANNOT BE COMPLETELY SATIFIED IN INPERFECT OBJECT 

HE LOVES RATIONAL CRETURES FOR HIS OWN SAKE: HE LOVES IN THEM HIMSELF/VIRTUES/WORKS  

When the goodness of God is exercised toward His rational creatures, it assumes the higher character of love, and this love may again be distinguished according to the objects on which it terminates.  In distinction from the goodness of God in general, it may be defined as that perfection of God by which He is eternally moved to self-communication.  Since God is absolutely good in Himself, His love cannot find complete satisfaction in any object that falls short of absolute perfection.  He loves His rational creatures for His own sake, or, to express it otherwise, He loves in them Himself, His virtues, His work, and His gifts.  He does not even withdraw His love completely from the sinner in his present sinful state, though the latter’s sin is an abomination to Him, since He recognizes even in the sinner His image-bearer.  John 3:16; Matt. 5:44, 45.  At the same time He loves believers with a special love, since He contemplates them as His spiritual children in Christ.  It is to them that He communicates Himself in the fullest and richest sense, with all the fullness of His grace and mercy.  John 16:27; Rom. 5:8; I John 3:1.  
c. The Grace of God.  

GRACE AS FAVOR (NOT ALWAYS UNDESERVED)

The significant word “grace” is a translation of the Hebrew chanan and of the Greek charis.  According to Scripture it is manifested not only by God, but also by men, and then denotes the favor which one man shows another, Gen. 33:8, 10, 18; 39:4; 47:25; Ruth 2:2; I Sam. 1:18; 16:22.  In such cases it is not necessarily implied that the favor is underserved.  In general it can be said, however, that grace is the free bestowal of kindness on one who has no claim to it.  This is particularly the case where the grace referred to is the grace of God.  
GOD’S LOVE & GOODNESS TO THOSE WHO FORFEITED IT, ARE UNDER CONDEMNATION 

SAVING GRACE & GRACE IN BROADER SENSE 

His love to man is always unmerited, and when shown to sinners, is even forfeited.  The Bible generally uses the word to denote the unmerited goodness or love of God to those who have forfeited it, and are by nature under a sentence of condemnation.  The grace of God is the source of all spiritual blessings that are bestowed upon sinners.  As such we read of it in Eph. 1:67, 7; 2:7-9; Tit. 2:11; 3:4-7.  While the Bible often speaks of the grace of God as saving grace, it also makes mention of it in a broader sense, as in Isa. 26:10; Jer. 16:13.  
GRACE: OF GREATEST SIGNIFICANCE FOR SINNERS: GOD OPENS REDEMPTION BY GRACE  

The grace of God is of the greatest practical significance for sinful men.  It was by grace that the way of redemption was opened for them, Rom. 3:24; II Cor. 8:9, and that the message of redemption went out into the world, Acts 14:3.  By grace sinners receive the gift of God in Jesus Christ, Acts 18:27; Eph. 2:8.  By grace they are justified, Rom. 3:24; 4:16; Tit. 3:7, they are enriched with spiritual blessings, John 1:16; II Cor. 8:9; II Thess. 2:16, and they finally inherit salvation, Eph. 2:8; Tit. 2:11.  Seeing they have absolutely no merits of their own, they are altogether dependent on the grace of God in Christ.  
MODERN THEOLOGY: MAN IS INHERENTLY GOOD, CAN HELP HIMSELF; 

SALVATION BY GRACE = LOST CHORD; WORD “GRACE” IS EMPTY OF MEANING  

In modern theology, with its belief in the inherent goodness of man and his ability to help himself, the doctrine of salvation by grace has practically become a “lost chord,” and even the word “grace” was emptied of all spiritual meaning and vanished from religious discourses.  It was retained only in the sense of “graciousness,” something that is quite external.  Happily, there are some evidences of a renewed emphasis on sin, and of a newly awakened consciousness of the need of divine grace.  
d.  The Mercy of God.

MERCY, TENDER COMPASSION: CHESED, RACHAM, ELEOS 

GRACE COMPLATES MAN AS GUILTY, MAN NEEDS FORGIVENESS; 

MERCY CONTEMPLATES MAN AS PITIABLE, BEARS CONSEQUENCES OF SIN, NEEDS GOD’S HELP 

MERCY: GOD’S GOODNESS & LOVE TO THOSE IN MISERY, DISTRESS 

Another important aspect of the goodness and love of God is his mercy or tender compassion.  The Hebrew word most generally used for this is chesed.  There is another word, however, which expresses a deep and tender compassion, namely, the word racham, which is beautifully rendered by “tender mercy” in our English Bible.  The Septuagint and the New Testament employ the Greek word eleos to designate the mercy of God.  If the grace of God contemplates man as guilty before God, and therefore in need of forgiveness, the mercy of God contemplates him as one who is bearing the consequences of sin, who is in a pitiable condition, and who therefore needs divine help.  It may be defined as the goodness or love of God shown to those who are in misery or distress, irrespective of their deserts.  In His mercy God reveals Himself as a compassionate God, who pities those who are in misery and is ever ready to relieve their distress.  
MERCY = BOUNTIFUL; MERCY & GRACE TOGETHER (NT)

GOD SHOWS MERCY TO THOSE WHO FEAR GOD (THO NOT LIMITED TO THEM) 

MERCY = OVER ALL GOD’S WORKS, EVEN THOSE WHO DON’T FEAR GOD 

MERCY OF GOD = NOT OPPOSITE TO HIS JUSTICE 

This mercy is bountiful, Deut. 5:10; Ps. 57:10; 86:5; and the poets of Israel delighted to sing of it as enduring forever, I Chron. 16:34; II Chron. 7:6; Ps. 136; Ezra 3:11.  In the New Testament it is often mentioned alongside of the grace of God, especially in salutations, I Tim. 1:2; II Tim. 1:1; Titus 1:4.  We are told repeatedly that it is shown to them that fear God, Ex. 20:2; Deut. 7:9; Ps. 86:5; Luke 1:50.  This does not mean, however, that it is limited to them, though they enjoy it in a special measure.  God’s tender mercies are over all His works, Ps. 145:9, and even those who do not fear Him share in them, Ezek. 18:23, 32; 33:11; Luke 6:35, 36.  The mercy of God may not be represented as opposed to His justice.  It is exercised only in harmony with the strictest justice of God, in view of the merits of Jesus Christ.  Other terms used for it in the Bible are “pity,” “compassion,” and “lovingkindness.”  
e.  The Longsuffering of God 

LONGSUFFERING: EREK APH, LONG OF FACE, SLOW TO ANGER; MAKROTHU MIA 

GOD’S GOODNESS BERAS WITH FORWARD & EVIL, INSPITE OF LONG OBEDIENCE 

GOD CONTEMPLATES SINNER AS CONTINUING IN SIN, DESPITE WARNINGS TO HIM 

GOD POSTPONES MERITED JUDGMENT 

The longsuffering of God is still another aspect of his great goodness or love.  The Hebrew uses the expression ’erek ’aph, which means literally  “long of face,” and then also “slow to anger,” while the Greek expresses the same idea by the word makrothu mia.  It is that aspect of the goodness of God in virtue of which He bears with the forward and evil in spite of their long continued disobedience.  In the exercise of this attribute the sinner is contemplated as continuing in sin, notwithstanding the admonitions and warnings that come to him.  It reveals itself in the postponement of the merited judgment.  Scripture speaks of it in Ex. 34:6; Ps. 86:15; Rom. 2:4; 9:22; I Pet. 3:20; II Pet. 3:15.  A synonymous term of a slightly different connotation is the word “forbearance.”
2.  THE HOLINESS OF GOD 

HOLINESS: QADASH, HAGIAZO, HAGIOS; NOT PRIMARILY MORAL/RELIGIOUS QUALITY: 
POSITION/RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GOD & SOME PERSON OR BEING 

The Hebrew word for “to be holy,” qadash, is derived from the root qad, which means to cut or to separate.  It is one of the most prominent religious words of the Old Testament, and is applied primarily to God.  The same idea is conveyed by the New Testament words hagiazo and hagios.  From this it already appears that it is not correct to think of holiness primarily as a moral or religious quality, as is generally done.  Its fundamental idea is that of a position or relationship existing between God and some person or thing.  
a.  Its Nature 

GOD IS ABSOLUTELY DISTINCT FROM, EXALTED ABOVE  ALL CREATURES 
A TRANSCENDENTAL ATTRIBUTE OF GOD – GOD’S SUPREME PERFECTION 

THE MOST CENTRAL/FUNDAMENTAL (!) ATTRIBUTE OF GOD 

The Scriptural idea of holiness of God is twofold.  In its original sense it denotes that He is absolutely distinct from all His creatures, and is exalted above them in infinite majesty.  So understood, the holiness of God is one of His transcendental attributes, and is sometimes spoken of as His central and supreme perfection.  It does not seem proper to speak of one attribute of God as being more central and fundamental than another; but if this were permissible, the Scriptural emphasis on the holiness of God would seem to justify its selection.  
HOLINESS IS CO-EXTENSIVE WITH, APPLICABLE TO ALL PREDICATES OF GOD 

GOD IS HOLY IN EVERYTHING THAT REVEALS HIM, IN HIS GOODNESS, GRACE, JUSTICE, WRATH

GOD’S MAJESTY-HOLINESS

It is quite evident, however, that holiness in this sense of the word is not really a moral attribute, which can be coordinated with the others, such as love, grace and mercy, but is rather something that is co-extensive with, and applicable to, everything that can be predicated of God.  He is holy in everything that reveals Him, in His goodness and grace as well as in His justice and wrath.  It may be called the “majesty-holiness” of God, and is referred to in such passages as Ex. 15:11; I Sam. 2:2; Isa. 57:15; Hos. 11:9.  
RUDOLF OTTO, IDEA OF THE HOLY: 

GOD’S ABSOLUTE UNAPPROACHABILITY, ABSOLUTE OVERPOWERINGNESS, AWEFUL MAJESTY 

It is this holiness of God which Otto, in his important work on Das Heilige [Eng. tr. The Idea of the Holy], regards as that which is most essential in God, and which he designates as “the numinous.”  He regards it as part of the non-rational in God, which cannot be thought of conceptually, and which includes such ideas as “absolute unapproachability” and “absolute overpoweringness” or “aweful majesty.”  It awakens in man a sense of absolute nothingness, a “creature-consciousness” or “creature-feeling,” leading to absolute self-abasement.
ETHICAL ASPECT, ASSOCIATED WITH/DEVELOPED FROM MAJESTY-HOLINESS 

But the holiness of God also has a specifically ethical aspect in Scripture, and it is with this aspect of it that we are more directly concerned in this connection.  The ethical idea of the divine holiness may not be dissociated from the idea of God’s majesty-holiness.  The former developed out of the latter.  
GOD AS ABSOLUTELY SEPARATE – SEPARATE FROM EVIL/SIN 

GOD CAN HAVE NO COMMUNION WITH SIN – GOD’S MAJESTIC PURITY, ETHICAL MAJESTY 

The fundamental idea of the ethical holiness of God is also that of separation, but in this case it is a separation from moral evil or sin.  In virtue of His holiness God can have no communion with sin, Job 34:10; Hab. 1:13.  Used in this sense, the word “holiness” points to God’s majestic purity, or ethical majesty.  
POSITIVE CONTENT: MORAL EXCELLENCE, ETHICAL PERFECTION

GOD ETERNALLY WILLS & MAINTAINS HIS OWN MORAL EXCELLENCE, ABHORS SIN, DEMANDS PURITY

But the idea of ethical holiness is not merely negative (separation from sin); it also has a positive content, namely, that of moral excellence, or ethical perfection.  If man reacts to God’s majestic-holiness with a feeling of utter insignificance and awe, his reaction to the ethical holiness reveals itself in a sense of impurity, a consciousness of sin, Isa. 6:5.  Otto also recognizes this element in the holiness of God, though he stresses the other, and says of the response to it: “Mere awe, mere need of shelter from the ‘tremendum,’ has here been elevated to the feeling that man in his ‘profaneness’ is not worthy to stand in the presence of the Holy One, and that his entire personal unworthiness might defile even holiness itself.”  [The Idea of the Holy, p. 56.]  This ethical holiness of God may be defined as that perfection of God, in virtue of which He eternally wills and maintains His own moral excellence, abhors sin, and demands purity in his moral creatures.  
b. Its Manifestation 

GOD MANIFESTS HIS HOLINESS IN HIS MORAL LAW, IMPLANTED IN MAN’S HEART, THRU CONSCIENCE; PARTICULARLY, IN SPECIAL REVELATION – LAW OF MOSES (MOST PROMINENT)  

The holiness is revealed in the moral law, implanted in man’s heart, and speaking through the conscience, and more particularly in God’s special revelation.  It stood out prominently in the law given to Israel.  That law in all its aspects was calculated to impress upon Israel the idea of the holiness of God, and to urge upon the people the necessity of leading a holy life.  This was the purpose served by such symbols and types as the holy nation, the holy land, the holy city, the holy place, and the holy priesthood.  
GOD REWARDS THOSE WHO KEEP LAW, PUNISHES TRANSGRESSORS 

HIGHEST REVELATION IS JESUS CHRIST, THE HOLY, RIGHTEOUS ONE; REFLECTS PERFECT HOLINESS  

Moreover, it was revealed in the manner in which God rewarded the keeping of the law, and visited transgressors with dire punishments.  The highest revelation of it was given in Jesus Christ, who is called “the Holy and Righteous One,” Acts 3:14.  He reflected in His life the perfect holiness of God.  Finally, the holiness of God is also revealed in the Church as the body of Christ.  
STRIKING: OT ASCRIBES GOD’S HOLINESS FAR MORE FREQUENTLY THAN NT; 

NT CALLS HOLY SPIRIT “HOLY” 

It is a striking fact, to which attention is often called, that holiness is ascribed to God with far greater frequency in the Old Testament than in the New, though it is done occasionally in the New Testament, John 17:11; I Pet. 1:16; Rev. 4:8; 6:10.  This is probably due to the fact that the New Testament appropriates the term more particularly to qualify the third Person of the Holy Trinity as the One whose special task it is, in the economy of redemption, to communicate holiness to His people.  

3.  THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF GOD

RIGHTEOUSNESS: MODE OF GOD’S HOLINESS; TRANSITIVE HOLINESS; THE RELATIVE JUSTICE OF GOD 

This attribute is closely related to the holiness of God.  Shedd speaks of the justice of God as “a mode of His holiness”; and Strong calls it simply “transitive holiness.”  However, these terms apply only to what is generally called the relative, in distinction from the absolute, justice of God.  

a. The Fundamental Idea of Righteousness 

RIGHTEOUSNESS AS STRICT ADHERENCE TO THE LAW: 

GOD IS INFINITELY RIGHTEOUS I HIMSELF 

The fundamental idea of righteousness is that of strict adherence to the law.  Among men it presupposes that there is a law to which they must conform.  It is sometimes said that we cannot speak of righteousness in God, because there is no law to which He is subject.  But though there is no law above God, there is certainly a law in the very nature of God, and this is the highest possible standard, by which all other laws are judged.  A distinction is generally made between the absolute and the relative justice of God.  The former is that rectitude of the divine nature, in virtue of which God is infinitely righteous in Himself, while the latter is that perfection of God by which He maintains Himself over against every violation of His holiness, and shows in every respect that He is the Holy One.  It is to this righteousness that the term “justice” more particularly applies.  Justice manifests itself especially in giving every man his due, in treating him according to his deserts.  The inherent righteousness of God is naturally basic to the righteousness which He reveals in dealing with His creatures, but it is especially the latter, also called the justice of God, that calls for special consideration here.  The Hebrew terms for “righteous” and “righteousness” are tsaddik, tsedhek, and tsedhakah, and the corresponding Greek terms, diakaios and dikaiosune, all of which contain the idea of conformity to a standard.  This perfection is repeatedly ascribed to God in Scripture, Exra 9:15; Neh. 9:8; Ps. 119:137; 145:17; Jer. 12:1; Lam. 1:18; Dan. 9:14; John 17:25; II Tim. 4:8; I John 2:29; 3:7; Rev. 16:5.  

b. Distinctions Applied to the Justice of God 

RECTORAL JUSTICE 

There is first of all a rectoral justice of God. This justice, as the very name implies, is the rectitude which God manifests as the Ruler of both the good and the evil.  In virtue of it He has instituted a moral government in the world, and imposed a just law upon man, with promises of reward for the obedient, and threats of punishment for the transgressor.  God stands out prominently in the Old Testament as the Lawgiver of Israel, Isa. 33:22, and of people in general, Jas. 4:12, and His laws are righteous laws, Deut. 4:8.  The Bible refers to this rectoral work of God also in Ps. 99:4, and Rom. 1:32.

DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE OF GOD: REMUNERATIVE, RETRIBUTIVE 

Closely connected with the rectoral is the distributive justice of God.  This term usually serves to designate God’s rectitude in the execution of the law, and relates to the distribution of rewards and punishments, Isa. 3:10, 11; Rom. 2:6; I Pet. 1:17.  It is of two kinds: (1) Remunerative justice, which manifests itself in the distribution of rewards to both men and angels, Deut. 7:9, 12, 13; II Chron. 6:15; Ps. 58:11; Micah 7:20; Matt. 25:21, 34; Rom. 2:7; Heb. 11:26.  It is really an expression of the divine love, dealing out its bounties, not on the basis of strict merit, for the creature can establish no absolute merit before the Creator, but according to promise and agreement, Luke 17:10; I Cor. 4:7.  God’s rewards are gracious and spring from a covenant relation which He has established.  (2) Retributive justice, which relates to the infliction of penalties.  It is an expression of the divine wrath.  While in a sinless world there would be no place for its exercise, it necessarily holds a very prominent place in a world full of sin.  
BIBLE STRESSES REWARDS FOR RIGHTEOUS MORE THAN PUNISHMENT FOR WICKED 

MAN DOESN’T MERIT REWARD, DOES MERIT PUNISHMENT 

JUSTICE IS OBLIGED TO PUNISH EVIL, NOT TO REWARD GOOD 

DOES GOD PUNISH SINNER MERELY TO REFORM HIM, DETER OTHERS FROM SIN? NO 

PUNISHMENT’S MAIN PURPOSE IS TO MAINTAIN RIGHT, JUSTICE 

On the whole the Bible stresses the reward of the righteous more than the punishment of the wicked; but even the latter is sufficiently prominent.  Rom. 1:32; 2:9; 12:19; II Thess. 1:8, and many other passages.  It should be noted that, while man does not merit the reward which he receives, he does merit the punishment which is meted out to him.  Divine justice is originally and necessarily obliged to punish evil, but not to reward good, Luke 17:10; I Cor. 4:7; Job 41:11.  Many deny the strict punitive justice of God and claim that God punishes the sinner to reform him, or to deter others from sin; but these positions are not tenable.  The primary purpose of the punishment of sin is the maintenance of right and justice.  Of course, it may incidentally serve, and may even, secondarily, be intended, to reform the sinner and to deter others from sin.
D.  ATTRIBUTES OF SOVEREIGNTY (pp. 76-80).
GOD’S WILL CAUSES ALL THINGS; GOD HAS ABSOLUTE AUTHORITY OF UNIVERSE

GOD DETERMINES ENDS WHICH ALL THINGS SERVE; RULES MOST ABSOLUTELY; ALL IS DEPENDENT 

The sovereignty of God is strongly emphasized in Scripture.  He is represented as the Creator, and His will as the cause of all things.  In virtue of His creative work heaven and earth and all that they contain belong to Him.  He is clothed with absolute authority over the hosts of heaven and the inhabitants of the earth.  He upholds all things with His almighty power, and determines the ends which they are destined to serve.  He rules as King in the most absolute sense of the word, and all things are dependent on Him and subservient to Him.  There is a wealth of Scripture evidence for the sovereignty of God, but we limit our references here to a few of the most significant passages: Gen. 14:19; Ex. 18:11; Deut. 10:14, 17; I Chron. 29:11, 12; II Chron. 20:6; Neh. 9:6; Ps. 22:28; 47:2, 3, 7, 8; Ps. 50:10-12; 95:3-5; 115:3; 135:5, 6; 145:11-13; Jer. 27:5; Luke 1:53; Acts 17:24-26; Rev. 19:6.  Two attributes call for discussion under this head, namely (1) the sovereign will of God, and (2) the sovereign power of God. 

1.  THE SOVEREIGN WILL OF GOD 

a.  The Will of God in General

BIBLICAL WORDS: CHAPHETS, TSEBHU, RATSON; BOULE, THELEMA 

The Bible employs several words to denote the will of God, namely the Hebrew words chaphets, 

tsebhu and ratson and the Greek words boule and thelema.  The importance of the divine will appears in many ways in Scripture.  It is represented as the final cause of all things.  Everything is derived from it; creation and preservation, Ps. 135:6; Jer. 18:6; Rev. 4:11, government, Prov. 21:1; Dan. 4:35; election and reprobation, Rom. 9:15-16; Eph. 1:11, the sufferings of Christ, Luke 22:42; Acts 2:23, regeneration, Jas. 1:18, sanctification, Phil. 2:13, the sufferings of believers, I Pet. 3;17, man’s life and destiny, Acts 18:21; Rom. 15:32; Jas. 4:15, and even the smallest things of life, Matt. 10:29.  Hence Christian theology has always recognized the will of God as the ultimate cause of all things, though philosophy has sometimes shown an inclination to seek a deeper cause in the very Being of the Absolute.  However, the attempt to ground everything in the very Being of God generally results in Pantheism.
MEANING OF “WILL” IN SCRIPTURE: GOD’S MORAL NATURE; FACULTY OF SELF-DETERMINATION;

PRODUCT OF THIS ACTIVITY – PREDETERMINED PLAN/PURPOSE; 

POWER TO EXECUTE THIS PLAN; RULE OF LIFE FOR RATIONAL CREATURES 


The word “will” as applied to God does not always have the same connotation in Scripture.  It may denote (1) the whole moral nature of God, including such attributes as love, holiness, righteousness, etc.; (2) the faculty of self-determination, i.e. the power to determine self to a course of action or to form a plan; (3) the product of this activity, that is, the predetermined plan or purpose; (4) the power to execute this plan and to realize this purpose (the will in action or omnipotence); and (5) the rule of life laid down for rational creatures.  
PRIMARY MEANING (HERE): FACULTY OF SELF-DETERMINATION 

It is primarily the will of God as the faculty of self-determination with which we are concerned at present.  It may be defined as that perfection of His Being whereby He, in a most simple act, goes out towards Himself as the highest good (i.e., delights in Himself as such) and towards His creatures for His own name’s sake, and is thus the ground of their being and continued existence.  With reference to the universe and all the creatures which it contains this naturally includes the idea of causation.  

b. Distinctions Applied to the Will of God 
ANTECEDENT/CONSEQUENT WILL, ABSOLUTE/CONDITIONAL WILL 
Several distinctions have been applied to the will of God.  Some of these found little favor in Reformed theology, such as the distinctions between an antecedent and a consequent will of God and that between an absolute and a conditional will.  These distinctions were not only liable to misunderstanding, but were actually interpreted in objectionable ways.  Others, however, were found useful, and were therefore more generally accepted.  They may be stated as follows: 

DECRETIVE/PRECEPTIVE WILL 

First.  The decretive and the preceptive will of God.  The former is that will of God by which He purposes or decrees whatever shall come to pass, whether He wills to accomplish it effectively (causatively), or to permit it to occur through the unrestrained agency of His rational creatures.  The latter is the rule of life which God has laid down for His moral creatures, indicating the duties which He enjoins upon them.  The former is always accomplished, while the latter is often disobeyed.  
EUDOKIA AND EURESTIA 

Second.  The will of eudokia and the will of eurestia. The division was made, not so much in connection with the purpose to do, as with respect to the pleasure in doing, or the desire to see something done.  It corresponds with the preceding, however, in the fact that the will of eudokia, like that of the decree, comprises what shall certainly be accomplished, while the will of eurestia, like that of the precept, embraces simply what God is pleased to have His creatures do.  The word eudokia should not mislead us to think that the will of eudokia has reference only to good, and not to evil, cf. Matt. 11:26.  It is hardly correct to say that the element of complacency or delight is always present in it.  
WILL OF THE BENEPLACITUM AND WILL OF THE SIGNUM 

Third.  The will of the beneplacitum and the will of the signum.  The former again denotes the will of God as embodied in His hidden counsel, until He makes it known by some revelation, or by the event itself.  Any will that is so revealed becomes a signum.  This distinction is meant to correspond to that between the decretive and the perceptive will of God, but can hardly be said to do this.  The good pleasure of God also finds expression in His perceptive will; and the decretive will sometimes also comes to our knowledge by a signum.  
SECRET/REVEALED WILL 

Fourth.  The secret and the revealed will of God.   This is the most common distinction.  The former is the will of God’s decree, which is largely hidden in God, while the latter is the will of the precept, which is revealed in the law and the gospel.  The distinction is based on Deut. 29:29.  The secret will of God is mentioned in Ps. 115:3; Dan. 4:17, 22, 32, 35; Rom. 9:18, 19; 11:33, 34; Eph. 1:5, 9, 11; and His revealed will, in Matt. 7:21; 12:50; John 4:34; 7:17; Rom. 12:2.  The latter is accessible to all and is not far from us, Deut. 30:14; Rom. 10:8.  The secret will of God pertains to all things which He wills either to effect or to permit, and which are therefore absolutely fixed.  The revealed will prescribes the duties of man, and represents the way in which he can enjoy the blessings of God.  
c.  The freedom of God’s will.  
WILL OF GOD: NECESSARY WILL, FREE WILL 

The question is frequently debated whether God, in the exercise of His will, acts necessarily or freely.  The answer to this question requires careful discrimination.  Just as there is a scientia necessaria and a scientia libera, there is also a voluntas necessaria (necessary will) and a voluntas libera (free will) in God.  God Himself is the object of the former.  He necessarily wills Himself, His holy nature, and the personal distinctions in the Godhead.  This means that He necessarily loves Himself and takes delight in the contemplation of His own perfections.  Yet He is under no compulsion, but acts according to the law of His Being; and this, while necessary, is also the highest freedom.  It is quite evident that the idea of causation in absent here, and that the thought of complacency or self-approval is in the foreground.  God’s creatures, however, are the objects of His voluntas libera.  God determines voluntarily what and whom He will create, and the times, places, and circumstances, of their lives.  He marks out the path of all his rational creatures, determines their destiny, and uses them for His purposes.  And though He endows them with freedom, yet His will controls their actions.  The Bible speaks of this freedom of God’s will in the most absolute terms, Job11:10; 33:13; Ps. 115:3; Prov. 21:1; Isa. 10:15; 29:16; 45:9; Matt. 20:15; Rom. 9:15-18, 20, 21; I Cor. 12:11; Rev. 4:11.  The Church always defended this freedom, but also emphasized the fact that it may not be regarded as absolute indifference.  Duns Scotus applied the idea of a will in no sense determined to God; but this idea of a blind will, acting with perfect indifference, was rejected by the Church.  The freedom of God is not pure indifference, but rational self-determination.  God has reasons for willing as He does, which induce Him to choose one end rather than another, and one set of means to accomplish one end in preference to others.  There is in each case a prevailing motive, which makes the end chosen and the means selected the most pleasing to Him, though we may not be able to determine what this motive is.  In general it may be said that God cannot will anything that is contrary to His nature, to His wisdom or love, to His righteousness or holiness.  Dr. Bavinck points out that we can seldom discern why God willed one thing rather than another, and that it is not possible nor even permissible for us to look for some deeper ground of things than the will of God, because all such attempts result in seeking a ground for the creature in the very Being of God in robbing it of its contingent character, and in making it necessary, eternal, divine.  [Geref. Dog. II, p. 241.]  
d.  God’s will in relation to sin.  
The doctrine of the will of God often gives rise to serious questions.  Problems arise here which have never yet been solved and which are probably incapable of solution by man.  

GOD: AUTHOR OF SIN?  ARMINIAN VIEW: GOD PERMITS SIN <- FOREKNOWLEDGE

REFORMED: DECRETIVE WILL INCLUDES SINFUL DEEDS; BUT GOD NOT AUTHOR OF SIN 

REFORMED ADMITS: DIFFICULTY IN RESOLUTION 

PERMISSIVE WILL – BERKHOF: OK, BUT WITH CERTAINTY! 

WILL TO PERMIT SIN DOESN’T INCLUDE DELIGHT/PLEASURE OF GOD 


First.  It is said that if the decretive will of God also determined the entrance of sin into the world, God thereby becomes the author of sin and really wills something that is contrary to His moral perfections.  Arminians, to escape the difficulty, make the will of God to permit sin dependent on His foreknowledge of the course which man would choose.  Reformed theologians, while maintaining on the basis of such passages as Acts 2;23; 3:8; etc., that God’s decretive will also includes the sinful deeds of man, are always careful to point out that this must be conceived in such a way that God does not become the author of sin.  They frankly admit that they cannot solve the difficulty, but at the same time make some valuable distinctions that prove helpful.  Most of them insist on it that God’s will with respect to sin is simply a will to permit sin and not a will to effectuate it, as He does the moral good.  This terminology is certainly permissible, provided it is understood correctly.  It should be borne in mind that God’s will to permit sin carries certainty with it.  Others call attention to the fact that, while the term “will” or “to will” may include the idea of complacency or delight, they sometimes point to a simple determination of the will; and that therefore the will of God to permit sin need not imply that He takes delight or pleasure in sin.  
DECRETIVE VS. PERCEPTIVE: CONTRADICTORY? 

TWO ARE FUNDAMENTALLY ONE IN GOD 

Second.  Again, it is said that the decretive and perceptive will of God are often contradictory.  His decretive will includes many things which He forbids in His perceptive will, and excludes many things which He commands in His perceptive will, cf. Gen. 22; Ex. 4:21-23; II Kings 20:1-7; Acts 2:23.  Yet it is of great importance to maintain both the decretive and the perceptive will, but with the definite understanding that, while they appear to us as distinct, they are yet fundamentally one in God.  
HOW TO RESOLVE ISSUE: “WILL” IN 2 SENSES: 

DECRETIVE: GOD DETERMINED WHAT HE WILL DO/WHAT WILL COME TO PASS 

PRECEPTIVE: HE REVEALS TO US WHAT WE ARE DUTY-BOUND TO DO 

MORAL LAW = EMBODIMENT OF GOD’S WILL – HOLY NATURE

Though a perfectly satisfactory solution of the difficulty is out of the question for the present, it is possible to make some approaches to a solution.  When we speak of the decretive and the perceptive will of God, we use the word “will” in two different senses.  By the former God has determined what He will do or what shall come to pass; in the latter He reveals to us what we are in duty bound to do.  [Cf. Bavinck, Geref. Dogm. II, pp. 246ff.; Dabney, Syst. and Polem. Theol., p. 162.]  At the same time we should remember that the moral law, the rule of our life, is also in a sense the embodiment of the will of God.  It is an expression of His holy nature and of what this naturally requires of all moral creatures.  Hence another remark must be added to the preceding.  
2 DO NOT CONFLICT 

The decretive and perceptive will of God do not conflict in the sense that in the former He does, and according to the latter He does not, take pleasure in sin; nor in the sense that according to the former He does not, and according to the latter He does, will the salvation of every individual with a positive volition.  Even according to the decretive will God takes no pleasure in sin; and even according to the perceptive will He does not will the salvation of every individual with a positive volition.  
2.  THE SOVEREIGN POWER OF GOD 

GOD’S OMNIPOTENCE: GOD IS ABSOLUTE CAUSALITY 

 SCHOLASTICS: ABSOLUTE POWER OF GOD; ORDERED POWER OF GOD 
REFORMED REJECT THIS DISTINCTION/SCHOLASTIC SENSE 
The sovereignty of God finds expression, not only in the divine will, but also in the omnipotence of God or the power to execute His will.  Power in God may be called the effective energy of His nature, or that perfection of His Being by which He is the absolute and highest causality.  It is customary to distinguish between a potentia Dei absoluta (absolute power of God) and a potentia Dei ordinata (ordered power of God).  However, Reformed theology rejects this distinction in the sense in which it was understood by the Scholastics, who claimed that God by virtue of His absolute power could effect contradictions, and could even sin and annihilate Himself.  
REFORMED SENSE: HODGE, SHEDD 

ABSOLUTE POWER: GOD’S EFFICIENCY EXERCISED W/O 2ND CAUSES INTERVENING; 

ORDINATE POWER: GOD’S EFFICIENCY THRU OPERATION OF 2nd CAUSES 

CHARNOCK

At the same time it adopts the distinction as expressing a real truth, though it does not always represent it in the same way.  According to Hodge and Shedd absolute power is the divine efficiency, as exercised without the intervention of second causes; while ordinate power is the efficiency of God, as exercised by the ordered operation of second causes.  [Shedd, Dogm. Theol. I, pp. 361f., Hodge, Syst. Theol. 1. Pp. 410f.]   The more general view is stated by Charnock as follows; “Absolute, is that power whereby God is able to do that which He will not do, but is possible to be done; ordinate, is that power whereby God doth that which He hath decreed to do, that is, which He hath ordained or appointed to be exercised; which are not distinct powers, but one and the same power.  His ordinate power is a part of His absolute; for if He had power to do everything that He could will, He might not have the power to do everything that He doth will.” [Existence and Attributes of God II, p. 12.  Cf. also Bavinck, Geref. Dogm. II, p. 252; Kuyper, Dict. Dogm., De Deo I, pp. 412f.]  
BERKHOF’S DEFINITION 

The potentia ordinata can be defined as that perfection of God whereby He, through the mere exercise of His will, can realize whatsoever is present in His will or counsel.  The power of God in actual exercise limits itself to that which is comprehended in His eternal decree.  But the actual exercise of God’s power does not represent its limits.  God could do more than that, if He were so minded.  In that sense we can speak of the potentia absoluta, or absolute power, of God.  
IN ANY CASE: GOD’S POWER IS NOT LIMITED IN WHAT HE ACCOMPLISHES 

BIBLE: GOD’S POWER EXTENDS BEYOND WHAT IS ACTUALLY REALIZED 

This position must be maintained over against those who, like Schleiermacher and Strauss, hold that God’s power is limited to that which He actually accomplishes.  But in our assertion of the absolute power of God it is necessary to guard against misconceptions.  The Bible teaches us on the one hand that the power of God extends beyond that which is actually realized, Gen. 18:14; Jer. 32:27; Zech. 8:6; Matt. 3:9; 26:53.  We cannot say, therefore, that what God does not bring to realization, is not possible for Him.  
BUT GOD CANNOT LIE, SIN, CHANGE, DENY HIMSELF 

But on the other hand it also indicates that there are many things which God cannot do.  He can neither lie, sin, change, nor deny Himself, Num. 23:19; I Sam. 15:29; II Tim. 2:13; Heb. 6:18; Jas. 1:13, 17.  There is no absolute power in Him that is divorced from His perfections, and in virtue of which He can do all kinds of things which are inherently contradictory.  The idea of God’s omnipotence is expressed in the name ’El-Shaddai; and the Bible speaks of it in no uncertain terms, Job. 9:12; Ps. 115:3; Jer. 32:17; Matt. 19:26; Luke 1:37; Rom. 1:20; Eph. 1:19.  God manifests His power in creation, Rom. 4:17; Isa. 44:24; in the works of providence, Heb. 1:3, and in the redemption of sinners, I Cor. 1:24; Rom. 1:16.  

