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The Bible says so much about God that we need to think about where to start our discussion. Theologians have sometimes suggested that we focus our thinking around some central divine attribute, like love, infinity, aseity (self-sufficiency), holiness, or power. Others have suggested a focus on God’s acts in history, or his Trinitarian persons. There is no single correct approach, unless that approach be simply to recite the Bible from beginning to end. Scripture presents God in many ways, from many perspectives. 

Divine Lordship


But one very promising and somewhat neglected approach is to focus on the Lordship of the biblical God. The word lord, representing mostly the Hebrew terms Yahweh, adon, and the Greek kyrios, occurs 7,484 times in the NIV, most often referring to God, including many references to Christ as divine. (The term god, by comparison, appears only 3,969 times.) 

But this name is important, not only for its frequency, but also for its theological importance. When Moses meets God in the burning bush, God identifies himself by the mysterious phrase “I AM WHO I AM” (Exod. 3:14). This phrase is shortened to “I AM” later in the verse. Then in verse 15, God presents his name Yahweh, LORD, as “my name forever, the name by which I am to be remembered from generation to generation.” Evidently Yahweh of verse 15 is somehow related to the “I AM” and “I AM THAT I AM” in verse 14, either by actual etymology, or by mere resemblance to the Hebrew verb to be. 


Yahweh is the name by which God identifies himself to Israel as the head of the covenant relation between himself and them (Exod. 6:2-3, 6, 20:2). He is the Lord; they are his people. Over and over, we are told that God performs his mighty works so that people “will know that I am the Lord” (Ex. 6:7, 7:5, 17, 8:22, 10:2, 14:4, 18, etc.) The Israelite’s fundamental confession was that there was one God, the Lord (Deut. 6:4-5), and the NT Christian’s confession is that Jesus Christ is Lord (Rom. 10:9, 1 Cor. 12:3, Phil. 2:11; compare John 20:28, Acts 2:36). Arguably these confessions represent the fundamental messages of both testaments and together the central theme of Scripture.

Attributes of Lordship

During the exodus from Egypt, God expounds to Moses the meaning of this name (Exod. 33:19, 34:5-7). These and other passages (like the “I am he” passages in Deut. 32:39, Isa. 41:4, 43:11-13, etc.) that seem intent on expounding God’s lordship present especially the following themes: 

1. The Lord is supremely powerful, in sovereign control of the world he has made and of the affairs of human beings. He brings his people out of Egypt by a “mighty hand,” with “wonders” and “mighty acts” (Exod. 3:19-20, 4:21, 6:1-5, 20:2). He has mercy on whom he will have mercy (Exod. 33:19; compare Deut. 32:39, 41:4, 43:11-13). He reigns over all his works (Psm. 93:1, 97:1, 99:1). 

2. The Lord speaks a word of supreme authority. He comes to Moses with a message for Israel, “I AM has sent me to you” (Exod. 3:14), which they may not contradict. Because he is “the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt,” he has the right to expect obedience: “You shall have no other gods before me” (Exod. 20:2-3). In Lev. 18:4-5 and in Deut. 6:4-9, too, his Lordship is the sufficient reason why Israel must obey his commands. As Lord, he reveals and proclaims, as well as saves (Isa. 43:11-12). Similarly, Jesus’ Lordship entails his right to command and to receive obedience (Luke 6:46, Matt. 7:21-29). 

3. God’s Lordship also means his presence with his people to bless and judge. The Lord is one who takes a people to be his own, in covenant. The basic meaning of the covenant is God’s promise that “I will be your God, and you will be my people” (Lev. 26:12; compare Gen. 17:7, Exod. 6:7, Jer. 7:23, 11:4, 30:22, Ezek. 36:28, 2 Cor. 6:16, Rev. 21:3-4). So God is with them (Ex. 3:12; compare Gen. 21:22, 26:28, 28:15, 39:3-4, many other texts). God’s presence with Israel is his salvation, deliverance from bondage; but it also takes the visible forms of a cloud and pillar of fire, and of a tabernacle pitched among them (Exod. 26), where God dwells. The presence of Yahweh is a presence in blessing, but it can also mean judgment to those who rebel, and that too is part of Lordship (Ex. 34:6-7). Later, Jesus, Immanuel, God with us (Isa. 7:14, Matt. 1:23), pitches his tabernacle among us (John 1:14), the tent of his own flesh, for in him God dwells with us in human form. In the NT, believers themselves are the temple of God (1 Cor. 3:16-17, 6:19, 2 Cor. 6:16, Eph. 2:21, Rev. 3:12), God’s intimate dwelling place. 

Power, authority, and presence in blessing and judgment: these do not exhaust the meaning of divine Lordship, but they provide a basic framework for understanding it and therefore for understanding everything the Bible teaches about God. For these attributes of covenant Lordship describe, not only God’s relationship to Israel and to new covenant Christians, but to the whole world. In Gen. 1, Moses presents creation as a parallel to the Exodus, in which God by his powerful and authoritative Word (and the presence of his Spirit, 1:2) delivers the world from waters and darkness and makes a place for himself to dwell with Adam and Eve. So the very regularity of nature is God’s covenant with Noah and with the world (Gen. 8:20-9:17).

Acts of the Lord

Scripture teaches us about God in three ways, roughly corresponding to his power, his authority, and his presence: it teaches us about his mighty acts; it gives us authoritative descriptions of his nature; and it gives us a glimpse into the intimacy of his Trinitarian inwardness. The third of these is the subject of another article in this volume, so the remainder of this article will focus on the biblical narrative of God’s acts and its authoritative descriptions of him.


God’s acts in Scripture include redemption, revelation, providence, creation, his eternal planning for creation (theologically called “decrees”), and the eternal acts of love and communication among the persons of the Trinity. The last of these, again, will be treated in another article. Revelation will be treated here as an aspect of all God’s actions toward his creatures, in the context of “authority” as an attribute of divine Lordship. Redemption is the main story of the Bible, far too long to explore adequately in the present article; but our focus on God’s covenant Lordship will bring a redemptive emphasis to our discussion. That leaves us with providence, creation, and the divine decrees to cover at this point. But first I wish to look at a kind of divine act that overlaps the categories of redemption and providence:

Miracle

Miracles have sometimes been defined as exceptions to natural law, or as “immediate” acts of God as opposed to acts in which God uses created means. These definitions stress that God is not bound by the structures of the created world, and that is certainly true. But the biblical writers never invoke these criteria to identify events as divine signs and wonders. Indeed, they could not have used these criteria, for like ourselves they did not know exhaustively what natural law is and is not capable of, or how precisely to distinguish an “immediate” act of God from a “mediate” one. Rather, for them, a miracle is an extraordinary event in which God demonstrates his Lordship power, authority, and presence. It is dynamis, an event of extraordinary power (Exod. 15:6, 11, 16); semeion, an authoritative sign that reveals God and often validates a human being as his messenger (Exod. 4:1-5, 7:9-13, 1 Kings 17:24, Matt. 9:6, Acts 2:22, 14:3, 2 Cor. 12:12, Heb. 2:3); and teras, an event that elicits awe and wonder as people find themselves in the presence of the living God (compare, for example, Luke 5:8 with Isa. 6:5). In miracle, God is present in a special way, to redeem or to judge. 

Providence

As miracle is God’s extraordinary working in the world, providence is his more ordinary working: his government and preservation of the world from day to day. The difference between miracle and providence is relative, rather than absolute, for “extraordinary” and “ordinary” differ in degree. In Psm. 136, the writer gives thanks to the Lord for all his “wonders” (verse 4), mentioning the creation and the miracles accompanying Israel’s deliverance from Egypt. But in verse 25, he includes among the wonders that God “gives food to every creature.” It is almost an afterthought, but a telling one: for is God’s feeding all creatures any less wonderful or amazing than any of the other wonders? Certainly not. 


Providence displays God’s power, as he directs all nature and history to his intended goal (Rom. 8:18-25, 28-30, Eph. 1:9-11), a creation purified from the curse of sin. He preserves the world from final judgment until the fullness of his elect people come to repentance and faith (2 Pet. 3:5-9). Providence, then, is the text by which Paul tells the Lystrans (Acts 14:17) and the Athenians (17:25-28) of God’s patience with sinners. God is preserving the world because he has redemptive work to do. It is Christ, the redeemer, in whom all things “hold together (Col. 1:17), for he intends to “reconcile all things to himself” (verse 20). 


Providence also displays God’s authority, for in it we see the work of God’s Word. As God’s Word created all things (Gen. 1:3, Psm. 33:6), so it directs the course of nature and history (Psm. 147:15-20, 148:5-8). It is this powerful Word that God has given to Israel in Scripture, in laws and decrees (148:19-20; compare Psm. 19). So providence reveals God’s power and his purposes.


And providence is God’s presence in the world, his “concurrence” in events large and small (Matt. 10:29-30). He rules from on high, but he is also near to us, involved in every little thing that happens. 

Creation

If God demonstrates his Lordship both in the extraordinary and the ordinary events of nature and history, then certainty he is no less than Lord at the beginning of these events. In creation he makes a world to be his own throne and footstool (Isa. 66:1), his royal palace. 


In creation, the Lord expresses incomparable power, commanding things to appear that had no existence previously (Gen. 1:3, 6, 9, 14, 20, 24, 26, Psm. 33:6-9). Scripture never quite says explicitly that God created “out of nothing” (ex nihilo), but that conclusion is inescapable. For Scripture emphasizes many times the universality of creation, that God made absolutely everything in heaven, earth, or sea (Ex. 20:11, Neh. 9:6, Psm. 146:5-6). So everything except God himself is created. There is no uncreated stuff out of which God made the world, and he certainly didn’t make the universe from his own divine substance, for then the world itself would be God, as in pantheism. So what did he make the world out of? The only possible answer is “nothing.”


We see in creation also the other attributes of Lordship. For he makes all things by his authoritative Word (above verses, also John 1:1-3, Col. 1:15-16) and by that Word gives names, authoritative interpretations, to his creation (Gen. 1:5, 8, 10), finally declaring them good (verses 4, 12, 18, 21, 31). Creation also reveals God’s wisdom (Job 38-42, Psm. 104:24, Prov. 3:19, 8:1, 22-36).


And creation also brings God’s presence to us. For in creation, God enters a relationship with things and people other than himself. He creates “directly,” out of nothing, and from the beginning he is present in the world (Gen. 1:2). 


So in Scripture creation is a picture of redemption. As God brought the world out of nothing, so in Christ he brought hope from despair, light from darkness, life from death (2 Cor. 4:6). We are his “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17, compare Eph. 4:24, Col. 3:10, Gal. 6:15-16). Indeed, in Christ, there will be renewal of the whole heaven and earth (Isa. 65:17-18, 66:22, 2 Pet. 3:10-13, Rev. 21:1-4).

God’s Decrees

Decrees is a theological term referring to God’s eternal purposes for creation. Scripture rarely uses decree this way (but see Psm. 2:7 and 148:6 in the NIV), but it speaks often of God’s “plans,” “counsel,” “purposes,” “good pleasure,” “will,” etc. See Matt. 11:26, Acts 2:23, 4:27-28, Rom. 8:29, 9:11, Eph. 1:5, 9, 11, 3:11, 2 Tim. 1:9, Heb. 6:17, 1 Pet. 1:2. God’s acts in history are the result of a wise plan. That plan is eternal (Matt. 25:34, 1 Cor. 2:7, Eph. 1:4, 3:11, 2 Tim. 1:9), and therefore unchangeable (Psm. 33:11, Isa. 14:24, 46:10, James 1:17). God’s plan ordains change to occur; it even foreordains temporary defeats of God’s purposes; but in itself it does not change. And it is universal (Lam. 3:37-38, Rom. 8:28, 11:33-36, Eph. 1:11). God foreordains human free decisions and attitudes (Gen. 45:5-8, Exod. 12:36, 34:24, Judg. 7:22, Prov. 16:9, 21:1, Isa. 44:28, Dan. 1:9, Acts 13:38, 16:14), even sinful ones (Deut. 2:30, Psm. 105:24, Isa. 6:9-10, 63:17, Luke 22:22, Acts 2:23, 4:28, Rom. 9:17, 11:7-8). 

If God is Lord in miracles, providence, and at the beginning of world history, then how can he be less than Lord in the planning of history? The very fact that God governs the whole world by his plan manifests his incomparable power. The wisdom of his plan is the ultimate authoritative interpretation of the world. And his sovereign plan creates a personal bond between God and his creatures even before the creatures come into existence (Jer. 1:5, Eph. 1:4). So in his decree of election God chooses those who will receive the blessings of Christ (John 10:27-29, Rom. 8:29-39, Eph. 1:3-11).

Authoritative Descriptions of the Lord

Names


Under “authoritative descriptions” of God in the Bible, we may distinguish names, images, and attributes. Among his names, Yahweh, as we have seen, stresses his Lordship attributes and presents God as the head of the covenant with his people. In the NT, kurios translates Yahweh. Adon, lord or master, stresses God’s ownership of the creation. With the suffix ai, adon becomes adonai, literally my Lord. When the Jews determined that Yahweh was too sacred to be pronounced, they substituted adonai. Elohim, translated in the NT by theos and in English by God can denote false gods as well as the true (Psm. 86:8, 95:3, 97:9, etc.). As a relatively generic term for deity, it tends to be prominent in contexts where God deals with the creation in general, as in Gen. 1:1-2:4. However, elohim, like Yahweh, can be used in contexts of covenantal intimacy, as in the expressions “your God (Isa. 40:1)” and “our God (Exod. 3:18, 5:3),” and especially “God of Israel” (Ex. 34:23), and “God, the God of Israel” (Ezra 6:22, Psm. 68:8, 72:18). Theos takes on a more distinct meaning in Paul’s writings, to designate God the Father in distinction from the Son, who is kurios, huios (Son), or Christos (Christ) (1 Cor. 8:6, 2 Cor. 13:14, Eph. 4:4-6). But on the whole the major names of God differ mainly in nuance. Used to designate the same person over many centuries and many texts, they tend toward interchangeability. 


Compound names include El Shaddai, God almighty, the name especially associated with God’s covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Exod. 6:3). Yahweh Tzeva’oth, Lord of hosts, presents God as the commander of the armies of Israel (1 Sam. 17:45), including the angelic armies of heaven (Josh. 5:14-15, 2 Kings 6:17). El Elyon, God most high, is a name often found in connection with Gentiles (Gen. 14:18-22, Num. 24:16, Deut. 32:8) and sometimes in the speech of demons (Luke 8:28, Acts 16:17). Yahweh Yir’eh, the Lord provides, recalls God’s provision of a ram for sacrifice in the place of Abraham’s son Isaac (Gen. 22:14). Other compound names also recall and anticipate incidents in God’s dealings with his people: Yahweh Ropheka, the Lord who heals you (Exod. 15:25-26), Yahweh Nissi, the Lord our banner (Exod. 17:15-16), Yahweh Meqaddeshekem, the Lord who sanctifies you (Exod. 31:13, Lev. 20:8), Yahweh Shalom, the Lord is peace (Judg. 6:24), Yahweh Tzidqenu, the Lord our righteousness (Jer. 23:6), Yahweh Shammah, the Lord is there (Ezek. 48:34). 

Images

Images are not sharply distinguished from names and attributes, but they convey the same content in a more pictorial way. King, the most frequent image, is almost a name, close to Lord in meaning. As King, God rules over the whole earth (see especially Psm. 93-99), and in a special sense he is the king of Israel (Psm. 5:2, 145:1, Isa. 41:21; compare 1 Sam. 8:5-7). His kingdom is everlasting (Exod. 15:18, Psm. 93:2), but also historical and temporal. His kingdom is not merely his continuing sovereignty, but also the historical process by which he puts down opposing powers and brings people to recognize his rule. So the original Gospel of Jesus is “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near” (Matt. 4:17). He is himself the king, who will reign forever and ever (Rev. 11:15, 17:14, 19:16). Similarly, he is judge (Gen. 18:25) and lawgiver (Exod. 20:2, Lev. 18:1-5, 19:1). 


Moving from the political to the family sphere, we come to the precious name-image Father. God is father to all by virtue of creation (Acts 17:28), but more especially toward his people by virtue of covenant. Like Lord and King, Father is an image of rule. The divine father disciplines his children (Heb. 12:4-11) and demands honor (Mal. 1:6). But he also protects, provides, and guides (Deut. 1:31), showing compassion to his children (Psm. 103:13). The father is the redeemer (Isa. 63:16), reaching out with joy to the returning prodigal (Luke 15:11-32). The father image becomes more pervasive in the NT, for therein we learn to worship in and with the incarnate son. He is son by nature, we sons and daughters by adoption, for his sake (Rom. 8:15). With him we become co-heirs (Rom. 8:16, Gal. 4:5). So we pray “our father” (Matt. 6:9) and address him by the Aramaic Abba, father, as did Jesus (Mark 14:36, Rom. 8:15, Gal. 4:6). But in his family God is also husband (Isa. 54:5, Ezek. 16:6, Eph. 5:25-27). And he is the kinsman, the more distant relative who comes to redeem us from bondage (Lev. 25:47-53, Exod. 6:6, Job 19:25, Psm. 19:14).  God redeems us by the blood of Christ; so Jesus, too, is redeemer (Eph. 1:7). 


God is also the shepherd of his people (Gen. 49:24, Psm. 77:20, 80:1). Shepherd, like some of images already discussed, connotes rule, but also nurture (Psm. 23). God promises to judge the wicked leaders of Israel and will himself become the shepherd (Ezek. 34:11-15). Jesus presents himself as the good shepherd, who lays down his life for the sheep (John 10:11, compare Luke 15:1-7). 

There are many other personal images of God, such as potter (Isa. 64:8, Jer. 18-19, Rom. 9:19-22), farmer (Isa. 5, Matt. 13:3-8), refiner (Psm. 12:6, Prov. 17:3, Mal. 3:2). Scripture compares him also to animals: a moth (Hos. 5:2), a lion (Rev. 5:5), an eagle (Ex. 19:4, Deut. 32:11-12), a bird (Psm. 17:8). Jesus is both lion of Judah (Rev. 5:5) and the lamb who was slain (5:6). 

In the inanimate world, light is an important image of God, virtually defining him in 1 John 1:5. Light is his glory, the brightness of his theophany. It stands in contrast especially with darkness in the moral sense, human sin. So Jesus is the light of the world (John 8:12), and he appoints his disciples to bear that light (Matt. 5:14-16). Rock is also a frequent image of God, of strength, protection, unchangeable perfection (Deut. 32:4, Psm. 18:2, 31, 46, 1 Cor. 10:4).

Many have discussed recently the question of divine gender. This is also a question of imagery, because the incorporeal God is not literally male or female. There are feminine images of God in Scripture. In Deut. 32:18, God not only fathers Israel, but also gives birth to her. Compare Num. 11:12, Isa. 42:14-15, and the image of divine wisdom in Proverbs (7:4, 8:1-9:18). But certainly the predominant imagery for God in Scripture is male, and we should maintain that balance. To think of God primarily in female terms is to compromise the biblical picture of God as father and husband. And, given the biblical principle that men are to be rulers in their homes (Eph. 5:22-23, Col. 3:18, Tit. 2:5, 1 Pet. 3:1, 5-6) and in the church (1 Cor. 14:33-35, 1 Tim. 2:11-15), a predominant use of female imagery creates confusions about God's very rule, his lordship. 

Attributes

Attributes are nouns (like eternity) or adjectives (like eternal) that describe God’s nature and character. As such, they indicate his power over various aspects of creation, his authority as a model for human conduct, and the nature of his interactions with creatures in history, his presence. So each attribute presents all three of the aspects of divine lordship I defined earlier. But some focus on one or another aspect of that lordship.  So I shall discuss them under the general categories of goodness, knowledge, and power, which loosely correspond to the lordship attributes of presence, authority, and power, respectively. 

1. Attributes of Goodness

Goodness is a general term of commendation, but most often it refers as a divine attribute to God’s benevolence. He is good in blessing his creatures, filling them with good things (Gen. 50:20, Josh. 24:20, Psm. 103:5, 145:9, Acts 14:17). Often the Psalmists couple God’s goodness with his mercy (chesed, sometimes translated lovingkindness or love), his faithfulness to his covenant people (Psm. 100:5, 106:1, 107:1, 109:21, 118:1, 136:1). So God’s goodness is a form of his lordship.

God is good to all his creatures (Psm. 145:9, 13-16, Matt. 5:45, Acts 14:17). How, then, can he permit evil to exist in the world? It may not be possible to provide a thoroughly satisfying answer to this question. The Bible itself presents three responses to this question: (1) Although it is not wrong to ponder this mystery, we may not bring charges against God (Rom. 9:19-21). (2) God brings good from evil (Gen. 50:20, Rom. 8:28), particularly from the worst evil, the crucifixion of the Son of God. And (3) in Heaven we shall be thoroughly persuaded of God’s goodness and justice. All nations till praise him for the revelation of his righteous acts (Rev. 15:3-4). 

Clearly, though, God is not good to all creatures in the same way, or in the same degree. God’s elect experience suffering in this world, glory in the next (Rom. 8:18, 1 Pet. 1:3-9). The wicked often experience the reverse (Luke 16:19-31, compare Psm. 73). But nobody can complain that God has not been good to them, far more good, in fact, than any of us deserve. 

Love overlaps the concept of goodness but is theologically richer. In general, God’s love is his disposition to act for the happiness and welfare of his creatures. It is both affection and action, feelings and deeds. As with goodness, God’s love is universal in some respects: he loves his enemies, providing a model for us (Matt. 5:43-48). But there is a special love reserved for God’s elect, a love begun in eternity past (Eph. 1:4-5), and defined by the cross of Christ (John 3:16, 15:13-14, Rom. 5:8, Gal. 2:20, Eph. 5:2, 5:25, 1 John 3:16, 4:8-10, Rev. 1:5). That is the love that brings us all the blessings of salvation. Biblical writers marvel at its vastness (1 John 3:1, Eph. 3:17-19). And it is that special love, Jesus’ dying for his friends, that serves as the model for Christian love (Matt. 20:25-28, 2 Cor. 5:14-15, Phil. 2:1-11, 1 Pet. 2:21-25). 

God’s grace is benevolent, like his goodness, and it motivates him to save sinners, as does his love. Grace differs from these other attributes in that the term often emphasizes God’s favor to the undeserving, and therefore his sovereignty in choosing those who receive his blessings (Exod. 33:12-19, Rom. 9:15). He chooses Israel despite her disobedience (Deut. 9:4-6) and brings Gentiles into the NT church apart from their obedience to the law (Acts 11:23, 15:10-11, 18:27). So in Paul’s writings, God’s grace is salvation apart from the works of the law (Rom. 3:21-24, 4:4, 16, 11:6, Gal. 2:21, Eph. 2:8-9, 2 Tim. 1:10). In 2 Tim. 1:10, God gives us grace in our eternal election, so his grace cannot be based on any of our works. Rather, it gives us power to do good works (2 Cor. 9:8, Eph. 2:8-10). 

Scripture also speaks of God’s compassion or pity, his sympathy for the distress of others. These terms represent Greek and Hebrew terms that are strongly emotional. God often shows compassion for his people after they have rebelled and he has judged their sin (Deut. 13:17, 30:3). So his compassion motivates him to forgive (Psm. 78:38). This is an aspect of God's love and a model for ours (1 John 3:17, compare Matt. 18:21-35). 

God’s righteousness (sharing a common Hebrew and Greek vocabulary with justice) has a more legal, forensic focus than goodness. It represents God’s standards of conduct, both his own and ours, and therefore the fairness of his judgments (Psm. 9:7-8). But, surprisingly, God’s righteousness is not only a standard, but also a means of our salvation. Among God’s “righteous deeds” are his deliverance of Israel from Egypt, according to his promises (1 Sam. 12:6-11, Neh. 9:8). God’s righteousness is “salvation to Zion” (Isa. 46:12-13; compare Psm. 40:10, 85:9-10, 98:2-3). And, because Jesus has paid the legal penalty for our sin, God is not only faithful, but also just to forgive (1 John 1:9). So, as Luther discovered, the “righteousness of God” in Rom. 1:17 is not the terror of God’s judgment, but the good news of forgiveness in Christ. 

Similarly, God’s holiness, which at first seems forbidding, is good news to the believer. It is essentially the capacity of God to inspire awe and reverence, the impression of God’s whole being upon those who stand in his presence. His holiness is his “separation” from all created reality, his transcendence by virtue of all that makes him divine. But because we are not only creatures, but also sinners, that separation in Scripture takes on a particularly ethical meaning. Upon meeting God, human beings are typically aware of their sins and fearful of judgment (Exod. 20:18-19, Isa. 6:3-5, Luke 5:8). But, amazingly, God draws his people into his holiness. They become his “holy nation” (Exod. 19:6, 22:31). They are to be “holy because I, the Lord you God, am holy” (Lev. 19:1, 1 Pet. 1:16). Christians are “saints,” holy ones (Rom. 1:7, 1 Cor. 1:2), because they belong to Jesus, the holy one. So the Psalmist invokes God’s holiness as the reason why God should deliver him (Psm. 22:1-5). Holiness is not only God’s transcendent separation from the world, but also his immanence, drawing near to us and bringing us out of sin into the sphere of his holiness.

God is not only loving, but also jealous (Exod. 20:4-6, 34:14), for his love is covenantal, exclusive, even marital. He demands exclusive love from us (Deut. 6:4-5); we may not love other gods (Exod. 20:3). The jealous character of his love, together with his righteousness, leads him to hate the wicked (Lev. 20:23, Deut. 25:16, Psm. 5:5, etc.) Indeed, all of us were once “children of wrath” (Eph. 2:3) because of our offenses against God. But God’s wrath, in this life, does not preclude forgiveness and salvation. Nor does it exclude God’s love in every sense. As God loves his enemies (Matt. 5:43-48) and, indeed, has loved his elect sinners before the beginning of the world (Eph. 1:4-5), we can see that he does sometimes love and hate the same people, in different respects. 

2. Attributes of Knowledge

We learn of God’s knowledge through his speech. Only in religions and philosophies influenced by the Bible does the supreme being speak to human beings. The Greek gods speak, but they are not supreme; ultimates in Hinduism, Buddhism, and some secular philosophy are supreme in various senses, but they don’t speak. So in Scripture God’s Word defines him over against the “dumb” idols (Hab. 2:18-20, Psm. 115:5-8, 135:15-18, 1 Cor. 12:2). The biblical God creates the world (Gen. 1:3, Psm. 33:6, 9) and governs the course of nature and history (Psm. 147:15-18) through his powerful word. In the gospel, God’s word is God’s power of salvation (Rom. 1:16; compare 1 Thess. 1:5, 2:13, 2 Tim. 1:10). Jesus himself is God’s living word (John 1:1-14, 1 John 1:1-3, Rev. 19:13). The Bible is God’s word in written form, “breathed out by God” (2 Tim. 3:16). 

God’s words are true. God is true in several senses: (1) He is the authentic God as opposed to the false gods (Jer. 10:9-10). (2) What he says is reliable: his words are truth (John 17:17). He cannot lie (Num. 23:19, Tit. 1:2, Heb. 6:18) or be in error (Heb. 4:12-13). So he is true, though every man is a liar (Rom. 3:4). Scripture thus rebukes the modern theological tendency to decry “mere propositional truth.” Propositional truth, verbal correctness, is an attribute of God, and that truth is found in his word. (3) God does truth. Truth is an ethical concept in Scripture, a close synonym of faithfulness (1 John 1:6, 3:18, 2 John 4). God keeps his promises; he is faithful and true (Deut. 7:5, 32:4, Rev. 3:14, 19:11). 

God’s knowledge is implicit in the truthfulness of his words and in the comprehensiveness of his decree. If he has planned the whole course of nature and history, certainly he knows it. God’s knowledge in Scripture sometimes refers to his entering personal, covenant relationships, rather than merely knowing facts about them (as in Amos 3:2; compare foreknow and foreknowledge in Rom 8:29, 1 Pet. 1:2). But he also knows all the facts (Psm. 147:5, John 21:17, Heb. 4:12-13, 1 John 3:20). 

Some have recently denied that God knows the future exhaustively, because they believe human free decisions cannot be known in advance. But in Scripture knowledge of the future is the test of a true prophet (Deut. 18:21-22) and of a true God in contrast with idols (Isa. 41:21-23, 42:9, 43:9-12, etc.). God and his prophets do know human free decisions in advance, sometimes very specific ones (1 Sam. 10:1-7, 23:11, 1 Kings 13:1-4, 2 Kings 8:12), sometimes centuries in advance (Gen. 9:24-27, 15:13-16, 45:5-8, 50:20, 1 Kings 13:1-4, Dan. 9:20-27). “Open theists” have argued that in some passages God confesses ignorance, as when he visits Sodom and Gomorrah to “see if what they have done is as bad as the outcry that has reached me” (Gen. 18:21). But this passage, like Gen. 3:9,11:5, and 22:12, concerns God’s knowledge of the present, not of the future. And these passages do not describe divine ignorance. Rather, here God publicly collects facts as an indictment to justify a coming judgment. He makes his indictment by entering time in theophany. And when he enters time (as with the incarnation, Luke 2:52, and see below), he does accumulate knowledge gradually and temporally. 

God’s wisdom is both knowledge and the use of that knowledge in action. All his work in creation and providence reveals his wisdom (Psm. 104:24, 136:5, Prov. 3:19, Jer. 10:12, 51:15). The NT identifies Jesus as the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:30) and finds in him “all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3). 

God’s thoughts are above our thoughts (Isa. 55:8), incomprehensible (Rom. 11:33-36). But God has revealed himself so as to give us knowledge that is true, though not exhaustive. We may describe his thought as logical in the sense that his faithfulness guarantees the consistency of his word, and his truth excludes falsehood. This is not to say that his thought always coheres with any system of logic developed by human beings. 

3. Attributes of Power

King Jehoshaphat praised God by saying that “power and might are in your hand, and no one can withstand you” (2 Chron. 20:6). As we have seen, power is one of God’s lordship attributes. Biblical writers frequently observe that God does what he wishes in the world. His plans cannot be thwarted (Job 23:13, 42:2, Psm. 115:3, 135:6, Prov. 21:30, Isa. 14:24-27, 43:13, 55:11, Dan. 4:35). Nothing is too hard for him (Gen. 18:14, Num. 11:23, Jer. 32:17, Zech. 8:6, Mark 14:36, Luke 1:37, 18:27). He can do all things (Job 42:2). 

Nevertheless, in some senses there are things that God cannot do. He cannot contradict his truth, as we have seen. He cannot lie (Num. 23:19, Tit. 1:2). He can’t (in his transcendent existence) perform actions appropriate only to finite creatures, like celebrating his birthday, taking medicine, buying shoes (though by taking human form he can do all these things). He cannot deny his own nature as God, as by making another god equal to himself. Nor can he change his eternal plan, or fail to keep his promises. But such “inabilities” really underscore the greatness of his power. They are positives, rather than negatives. Similarly the fact that God’s power often works through weakness (2 Cor. 12:9), exemplified particularly in the cross of Christ. Jesus’ death is an apparent defeat of God’s purposes; but actually it is the greatest example of his mighty power, that is stronger than man’s strength (1 Cor. 1:18, 23-25). 

More difficult to explain is the fact that God doesn’t always get what he desires. He desires for us all to be holy and righteous, but we are not. He wills our sanctification (1 Thess. 4:3), but our sanctification is never complete in this life. We should note that Scripture speaks of God’s will, also his thought, intent, purpose, pleasure, counsel, in two ways: (1) to denote God’s eternal decree, which cannot be thwarted and always comes to pass (Gen. 50:20, Psm. 51:18, 115:3, Isa. 46:10, Jer. 49:20, 50:45, Dan. 4:17, Matt. 11:25-26, Acts 2:23, Rom. 9:18-19, Eph. 1:11, James 1:18, Rev. 4:11; compare the texts listed at the beginning of this section), and (2) to denote states of affairs God values highly but does not necessarily bring to pass (Psm. 5:4, 103:21, Matt. 7:21, 12:50, John 4:34, 7:17, Rom. 12:2, Eph. 5:17, 1 Thess. 4:3, 5:18, Heb. 13:21, 1 Pet. 4:2). These two senses of God’s “will” are sometimes called decretive and preceptive, respectively. It is in the second sense that God’s will is not always done. It is in that sense that God wills the salvation of all (Ezek. 18:23, 31-32, 33:11, 2 Pet. 3:9).

It may seem odd to think of God’s eternity under the category of power. The theological discussion of eternity centers, rather, on the question of whether God is “within” or “outside” time. But Scripture contains no explicit teaching on that issue. It does, rather, emphasize that for God (in contrast with us) time is no limit. For him, time never passes too slowly or too quickly (Psm. 90:4, 2 Pet. 3:8). He is sovereign over the temporal sequence, so that, for example, Jesus comes precisely at the right time (Gal. 4:4). He sets times and dates by his own authority (Acts 1:7, compare 17:26, Mark 13:32). And, as we have seen, he knows past, present, and future with equal vividness. So his relation to time is very different from ours. To us time is a limit, but he rules it. He has power over time; he is Lord of time. So it is indeed appropriate to consider eternity as a power of God. 

Is he “outside” time or “inside” it? The biblical writers didn’t use these categories. But if God is Lord of time as presented above, the picture of God standing outside time viewing history all at once, governing it from outside seems more accurate than the picture of God standing within time, as within a box he cannot get out of. Nevertheless, it is also important to insist that God enters time, that he is present with his creation at all times, as well as in all places. He is an actor in the drama of history, not only in the incarnation of Jesus, but from the beginning of time. 

As an actor in time, God changes in certain ways, as did Jesus in his earthly life (Luke 2:52). He blesses one day, judges the next. Sometimes he “relents” from announced judgments, in response to human repentance (Jonah 3:10) or intercessory prayer (Amos 7:1-6). Indeed, God announces such relenting as a settled policy in Jer. 18:5-10. But God does not change in his essential nature and attributes (Heb. 1:10-12, 13:8, James 1:17), in his decretive will (Psm. 33:11), in his faithfulness to keep his covenant promises (Psm. 89:34-37, Isa. 54:10, Micah 7:19-20, Mal. 3:6, Heb. 6:17-20), or in the truth of his revelation (Rom. 15:4, 2 Tim. 3:16-17).

Similar points can be made about God’s relation to space. Heaven and earth are his throne and footstool (Isa. 66:1-2); he is greater than they (compare 1 Kings 8:27, 2 Chron. 2:6). The theological term (not found in the Bible) for God’s transcendence of space is immensity, which parallels eternity, his transcendence of time. But as God is also present in all times, he is present in all spaces as well, omnipresent (Psm. 139:7-10, Acts 17:24-28). So as he is Lord of time, he is Lord of space, beyond its limits, but using it freely for his purposes. His relation to time and space is both transcendent and immanent.

So he is Lord of the material world and of the visible world: thus incorporeal and invisible. Of course, God can take bodily and visible form as he chooses, in theophany and incarnation. But he is not limited to any physical manifestation. Physical and visible beings are limited to space and time; God transcends these limits. So Scripture speaks of his essential nature as invisible (Rom. 1:20, Col. 1:15, 1 Tim. 1:17, Heb. 11:27). 

God’s glory is, literally, the brightness associated with his theophany (Exod. 16:10) and, more broadly, everything in God that evokes praise (1 Chron. 29:11, Psm. 24:7, Eph. 1:6). Thus when we view the world as God’s creation, it reveals his glory (Psm. 19:1) as do we as his image and glory (Psm. 8:5, 1 Cor. 11:7). In one sense, we cannot add glory to God. But God himself calls us to “glorify” him, by imaging God to the rest of creation, through obedience. Thus like Jesus we become the “light of the world” (Matt. 4:14-16, John 8:12). So we bring praise to him. Doxa in Greek can be translated glory and praise; the concepts are closely related. 

Scripture also relates God’s spirituality to the glory-theophany (Neh. 9:19-20, Isa. 63:11-14, Hag. 2:5). More generally, God’s Spirit (=God’s “breath”) is his presence in the world, performing his work as Lord. He is God’s power (Judg. 13:25, 14:6, Mic. 3:8, Luke 4:14, Rom. 15:19, 1 Cor. 2:4, 1 Thess. 1:5). He speaks with authority to and through the prophets (Gen. 41:38, Num. 24:2, 1 Sam. 10:6, Luke 1:17, 1 Pet. 1:11) and apostles (Matt. 10:20, Luke 4:14, John 3:34, 14:16-17, 15:26, 16:13, Acts 2:4, 6:10, 1 Cor. 2:4, 7:40, 1 Thess. 1:5, Rev. 2:7, 19:10). And he is God’s presence (Psm. 139:7, 1 Cor. 3:16, Gal. 4:6), the giver of life (Gen. 2:7, John 3:5-8, 6:63, 1 Cor. 15:45, 2 Cor. 3:6, 1 Pet. 3:18, 4:6), the motivator of godly living (Rom. 8:1-17). But he can also be present in judgment (Isa. 11:1-4, 2 Thess. 2:8, 1 Pet. 4:13-16). Like Father and Word, Spirit is both a divine attribute (John 4:24) and the name of a person of the Trinity. 

Because God has all power, he has no needs (Acts 17:24-30), and therefore may be described as self-sufficient or self-contained, as having the theological attribute of aseity. We should not infer, however, that God never suffers. He is, of course, impassible in the sense that he can never suffer loss to his being or attributes. But he does experience emotions such as grief (Gen. 6:6, Eph. 4:30), and he expresses that emotion in passionate exhortations (as Ezek. 33:11). He is “distressed” when Israel is distressed, according to Isa. 63:9. He is the compassionate God, who knows the agonies of his people, not only as the transcendent author of history, but also as the immanent one who is with us here and now. And God the Son, Jesus, really experienced death for us on the cross (Isa. 53:3-4, Rom. 5:6-8, 8:34). 

Conclusion

The God of Scripture is Lord, powerful, authoritative, and present with his creatures to bless and judge. In all these ways he is supreme, yet always and fully personal. Only the Bible (and other literature influenced by the Bible) presents a God who is both absolute and personal. As mentioned earlier, Hinduism, Buddhism, and many secular philosophies proclaim supreme beings that are absolute in some sense, but impersonal. Polytheistic religions worship beings that are personal, but not absolute. The biblical God is fully absolute, but he also enters personal relationships with us, planning history, speaking to us, loving, judging, redeeming, guiding. If it is reasonable to think that only a personal being can fully account for the rationality of the universe, the human mind, the origin of life, ethical standards, beauty, and the possibility of meaningful existence, then the biblical doctrine of God is also a powerful apologetic for his existence.  

