Chapter 11: The Character of God: “Incomm unicable” Attributes
How is God different from us ?
A) Introduction to the Study of God’s Character (156-160)
1) Class ifying God’s Attributes
a) Mos t comm on class ification s ys tem : comm unicable v. incomm unicable
attributes
i) This s ys tem is im perfect because even the communicable attributes
(e.g. love, joy, m ercy) are poss essed by humans im perfectly; and we
poss ess the incomm unicable attributes to a certain degree.
2) The Nam es of God in Scripture
a) In the Bible a person’s name is a des cription of his or her character; so in a
broad s ens e God’s “nam e” is equal to all that the Bible and creation tell
us about God.
b) All of creation reveals s omething about God to us .


Herman Bavinck, The Doctrine of God:
God is compared to a lion (Isa. 31:4), an eagle (Deut. 32:11), a lamb (Isa.
53:7), a hen (Matt. 23:37), the sun (Ps. 84:11), the morning star (Rev.
22:16), a light (Ps. 27:1), a torch (Rev. 21:23), a fire (Heb. 12:29), a fountain
(Ps. 36:9), a rock (Deut. 32:4), a hiding place (Ps. 199:114), a tower (Prov.
18:10), a shadow (Ps. 91:1), a shield (Ps. 84:11), a temple (Rev. 21:22), and
so forth.

God is called bridegroom (Is a. 61:10), hus band (Isa. 54:5), father (Deut. 32:6),
judge, and king (Is a. 33:22), m an of war (Exod. 15:3), builder and maker
(Heb. 11:10), s hepherd (Ps . 23:1), physician (Exod. 15:26), and s o forth.
Furthermore, God is spoken of in terms of human actions such as knowing
(Gen. 18:21), remem bering (Gen. 8:1; Exod. 2:24), s eeing (Gen. 1:10),
hearing (Exod. 2:24), sm elling (Gen. 8:21), tas ting (Ps . 11:4-5), s itting (Ps .
9:7), ris ing (Ps . 68:1), walking (Lev. 26:12), wiping away tears (Is a. 25:8),
and s o forth.
c) All that Scripture s ays about God us es anthropom orphic language—that is ,
language that s peaks of God in human terms .
d) God m ade the univers e s o that it would s how forth the excellence of his
character.
Ps alm 148:1 Prais e the LORD! Praise the LORD from the heavens ; prais e him in
the heights !
3 Prais e him , s un and m oon, prais e him , all you s hining s tars !
7 Prais e the LORD from the earth, you great sea creatures and all deeps , 8 fire
and hail, snow and m is t, s torm y wind fulfilling his word! 9 Mountains and all
hills , fruit trees and all cedars ! 10 Beas ts and all lives tock, creeping things

and flying birds ! 11 Kings of the earth and all peoples , princes and all rulers
of the earth!
Ps alm 148:13 Let them praise the nam e of the LORD, for his nam e alone is
exalted; his m ajes ty is above earth and heaven.
Is aiah 43:7 everyone who is called by m y nam e, whom I created for m y glory,
whom I form ed and m ade."
Revelation 4:11 "Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor
and power, for you created all things , and by your will they e xis ted and were
created."
c) All that Scripture s ays about God us es anthropom orphic language — that is ,
language that s peaks of God in human terms .
d) God m ade the univers e s o that it would s how forth the excellence of his
character.
e) Though all that Scripture tells us is true, it does not give us an
exhaus tive picture of God’s character, therefore we will never know
God’s full or com plete “ nam e.”
B) The Incomm unicable Attributes of God (160-180)
1) Independence (as eity/ s elf-exis tence) (160-163)
(Latin: a se = "from hims elf")
Definition: God does not need us or the res t of creation for anything, yet we and
the res t of creation can glorify him and bring him joy.
Acts 17:24-25: The God who m ade the world and everything in it, being Lord
of heaven and earth, does not live in temples m ade by m an, nor is he
s erved by human hands , as though he needed anything, s ince he hims elf
gives to all m ankind life and breath and everything.
Job 41:11: Who has firs t given to m e, that I s hould repay him ? Whatever is under
the whole heaven is m ine.
Ps . 50:10-12: For every beas t of the fores t is m ine, the cattle on a thous and hills .
I know all the birds of the hills , and all that m oves in the field is m ine. “ If I were
hungry, I would not tell you, for the world and its fullness are m ine.
i) God did not create hum an beings in order to m ake up for a deficiency in
hims elf.
John 17:5, 24: And now, Father, glorify m e in your own presence with the
glory that I had with you before the world exis ted.

24 Father, I des ire that they als o, whom you have given m e, may be with
m e where I am , to s ee m y glory that you have given m e becaus e you
loved m e before the foundation of the world.
Application:  God did not need to create you!
ii) God exis ts by virtue of his very nature; he was never created and never came
into being.
 nothing els e in the universe has ever had this characteris tic, or ever will
("necess ary exis tence")
Rev. 4:11: “ Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor
and power, for you created all things , and by your will they e xis ted and
were created.”
Ps . 90:2: Before the m ountains were brought forth, or ever you had form ed
the earth and the world, from everlas ting to everlas ting you are God.
Ex. 3:14: God s aid to Mos es , “ I am who I am .” And he s aid, “ Say this to the
people of Is rael, ‘I am has s ent m e to you.’ ”
iii) Although God is totally content in hims elf, he nonetheless does receive glory
and have joy as a res ult of his creation.
Is a. 43:7: everyone who is called by m y nam e, whom I created for m y glory,
whom I form ed and m ade.
1 Cor. 10:31: do all for the glory of God
Is a. 62:3-5: You s hall be a crown of beauty in the hand of the Lord, and a royal
diadem in the hand of your God. You s hall no m ore be termed Fors aken, and
your land shall no m ore be termed Desolate, but you s hall be called My Delight
Is in Her, and your land Married; for the Lord delights in you, and your land
s hall be married. For as a young m an m arries a young woman, so s hall your
s ons marry you, and as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, s o s hall your
God rejoice over you.
Zeph. 3:17-18: The Lord your God is in your mids t, a m ighty one who will save;
he will rejoice over you with gladness ; he will quiet you by his love; he will exult
over you with loud s inging. I will gather thos e of you who m ourn for the fes tival,
s o that you will no longer s uffer reproach.
If God is abs olutely independent, and has no need of any of us or of the creation,
then what gives you s ignificance?
If God is abs olutely independent, and has no need of any of us or of the creation,
then what gives you s ignificance?
 God decided that you would be important to him !
Is a. 43:7: everyone who is called by m y nam e, whom I created for m y glory,
whom I form ed and m ade.

2) Unchangeableness (immutability) (163-168)
a) God is unchanging in his being, perfections , purpos es , and prom ises , yet
God does act and feel em otions , and he acts and feels differently in
response to different situations .
i) Being and Perfections
Ps . 102:25-27: Of old you laid the foundation of the earth, and the heavens
are the work of your hands . They will perish, but you will rem ain; they
will all wear out like a garm ent. You will change them like a robe, and
they will pass away, but you are the s am e, and your years have no end.
Mal. 3:6: For I the Lord do not change; therefore you, O children of Jacob, are
not cons um ed.
James 1:17: Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, com ing
down from the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or s hadow
due to change.
ii) Purposes
Ps . 33:11: The couns el of the Lord s tands forever, the plans of his heart to all
generations .
Eph. 1:4: even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that
we should be holy and blameless before him . In love
Is a. 46:9-11: remem ber the form er things of old; for I am God, and there is no
other; I am God, and there is none like m e, declaring the end from the
beginning and from ancient tim es things not yet done, s aying, ‘My
couns el shall s tand, and I will accom plis h all m y purpos e,’ calling a bird
of prey from the eas t, the man of m y couns el from a far country. I have
s poken, and I will bring it to pass ; I have purposed, and I will do it.
iii) Prom ises
Num . 23:19: God is not man, that he should lie, or a s on of m an, that he
s hould change his m ind. Has he s aid, and will he not do it? Or has he
s poken, and will he not fulfill it?
1 Sam . 15:29: And als o the Glory of Is rael will not lie or have regret, for he is
not a m an, that he s hould have regret.
b) Does God s om etimes change his m ind?
Jonah 3:4, 10: Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s journey. And he
called out, “ Yet fort y da ys , and Nineveh s hall be overthrown!”
10 When God s aw what they did, how they turned from their evil way,
God relented of the dis as ter that he had said he would do to them , and he
did not do it.
 What changed in the s ituation?
 God does res pond differently to different s ituations !
(What if he didn't?)

b) Does God s om etimes change his m ind?
Exodus 32:9 And the LORD s aid to Mos es , "I have s een this people, and behold,
it is a s tiff-necked people. 10 Now therefore let m e alone, that m y wrath m ay
burn hot agains t them and I m ay consum e them , in order that I m ay m ake a
great nation of you." 11 But Mos es implored the LORD his God and s aid, "O
LORD, why does your wrath burn hot agains t your people, whom you have
brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a m ighty hand?
12 Why s hould the Egyptians say, ' With evil intent did he bring them out, to
kill them in the m ountains and to consum e them from the face of the earth'?
Turn from your burning anger and relent from this disas ter agains t your
people.
13 Rem ember Abraham , Is aac, and Is rael, your s ervants , to whom you s wore by
your own s elf, and said to them , 'I will multiply your offs pring as the s tars of
heaven, and all this land that I have prom is ed I will give to your offs pring,
and they s hall inherit it forever.'" 14 And the LORD relented from the disas ter
that he had s poken of bringing on his people.
 What changed in the s ituation?
Gen. 6:6: And the Lord was s orry that he had made m an on the earth, and it
grieved him to his heart.
 God's previous actions led to events that in the s hort term (in the pres ent)
caus ed him sorrow – but in the long term would accom plis h his good
purposes .
 Thes e ins tances s hould all be unders tood as true express ions of God’s
pres ent attitude or intention with res pect to the s ituation as it exis ts at the
m oment.
c) The Ques tion of God’s "Impass ibility"
i) Some theologians have denied that God has passions or emotions .
ii) However, the Bible seems to cons is tently affirm that God has emotions .
Is a. 62:5: For as a young m an marries a young wom an, s o s hall your s ons
m arry you, and as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, s o s hall your
God rejoice over you.
Ps . 78:40: How often they rebelled agains t him in the wilderness and grieved him
in the des ert!
Ex. 32:10: Now therefore let m e alone, that m y wrath m ay burn hot agains t them
and I m ay cons um e them , in order that I m ay m ake a great nation of you.”
Ps . 103:13: As a father s hows com passion to his children, s o the Lord s hows
compass ion to thos e who fear him .

Is a. 54:8: In overflowing anger for a m om ent I hid m y face from you, but with
everlas ting love I will have com passion on you,” s ays the Lord, your
Redeem er.
d) The challenge from process theology
Process theology ass erts that process and change are essential as pects of
genuine exis tence, and that therefore God m us t be changing over tim e
als o, jus t like everything els e that exis ts .
Charles Harts horne (1897-2000): U Chicago, Em ory, U Texas : God is
continually adding to hims elf all the experiences in the univers e, and
thus God is cons tantly changing in his being.
Process theology gains appeal from its answer to the ques tion of how we can
have ultimate meaning: we change the being of God!
Two wrong assum ptions :
(1) That s ignificance com es from changing God, rather than from God's counting
us s ignificant
(2) That God has to be like the univers e:
Heb. 1:10-12: And, “ You, Lord, laid the foundation of the earth in the
beginning, and the heavens are the work of your hands ; they will perish,
but you rem ain; they will all wear out like a garm ent, like a robe you will
roll them up, like a garm ent they will be changed. But you are the s am e,
and your years will have no end.”
e) The God of the Bible is both infinite and personal
 all other religions have one or the other: a pers onal god who is weak
and finite (Greek m ythology; tribal religions ; and now, process theology)
or an infinite god who is not personal (pantheism )
No evangelicals have advocated process theology, but  "open theism " has
s ome sim ilarities because it s ays that God changes in his knowledge (he
learns what will happen when it happens )
f) The im portance of God’s unchangeableness
 What would it be like if God could change?
-- in his being? (better? wors e?) (evil?)
-- in his purpos es ? (what will happen in the future?)
-- in his prom ises ? (can really trus t him for eternal life?)
 God's unchangeableness is abs olutely important for everything we believe
about him , for all our faith
IMMORTAL, IN VISIBLE, GOD ONLY WISE,
IN LIGHT IN ACCESSIBLE HID FROM OUR EYES,
MOST BLESSED, MOST GLORIOUS, THE ANCIENT OF D AYS,
AL MIGHTY, VICTORIOUS, THY GREAT N AME WE PR AISE.

UNRESTING, UNHASTING, AND SILENT AS LIGHT,
NOR WANTING, NOR WASTING, THOU RULEST IN MIGHT;
THY JUSTICE LIKE MOUNTAINS HIGH SOARING ABOVE
THY CLOUDS WHICH ARE FOUNTAINS OF GOODNESS AND LOVE.

GREAT FATHER OF GLOR Y, PURE FATHER OF LIGHT,
THINE ANGELS ADORE THEE, ALL VEILING THEIR SIGHT;
ALL PRAISE WE WOULD RENDER; O HELP US TO SEE
'TIS ONLY THE SPLENDOR OF LIGHT HIDETH THEE!
AUTHOR: WALTER CHAL MERS SMITH, 1824-1908

3) Eternity (168-173)
a) God has no beginning, end, or success ion of m oments in his own being,
and he s ees all tim e equally vi vidly, yet God s ees events in tim e and acts
in time.
b) God is tim eless in his own being.
Ps 90:2: Before the m ountains were brought forth, or e ver you had formed the
earth and the world, from everlas ting to everlas ting you are God.
Job 36:26: Behold, God is great, and we know him not; the num ber of his years
is uns earchable.
John 8:58: Jes us s aid to them , “ Truly, truly, I s ay to you, before Abraham was , I
am .”
Col. 1:16: For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, vis ible and
invis ible, whether thrones or dom inions or rulers or authorities —all things were
created through him and for him .
c) God s ee all tim e equally vividly.
Ps . 90:4: For a thous and years in your sight are but as yes terday when it is
pas t, or as , a watch in the night.
2 Pet. 3:8: But do not o verlook this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one
day is as a thous and years , and a thous and years as one day.
Is a. 46:9-10: remem ber the form er things of old; for I am God, and there is no
other; I am God, and there is none like m e, declaring the end from the
beginning and from ancient tim es things not yet done, s aying, ‘My
couns el shall s tand, and I will accom plis h all m y purpos e,’
d) God s ees events in tim e and acts in tim e.
Gal. 4:4-5: But when the fullness of tim e had com e, God s ent forth his Son,
born of wom an, born under the law, to redeem thos e who were under the
law, so that we might receive adoption as sons .

Acts 17:30-31: The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he
commands all people everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day
on which he will judge the world in righteous ness by a m an whom he has
appointed; and of this he has given ass urance to all by rais ing him from
the dead.
e) We will always exis t in tim e.
Rev. 22:2, 5: through the m iddle of the s treet of the city; als o, on either side of
the river, the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit each
m onth. The leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations .
And night will be no m ore. They will need no light of lam p or s un, for the Lord
God will be their light, and they will reign forever and ever.
4) Om nipres ence (173-177)
a) God does not have size or s patial dimens ions and is pres ent at every point
of s pace with his whole being, yet God acts differently in different places .
b) God is pres ent everywhere.
Ps . 139:7-10: Where s hall I go from your Spirit? Or where shall I flee from
your pres ence? If I as cend to heaven, you are there! If I m ake m y bed in
Sheol, you are there! If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the
utterm os t parts of the sea, even there your hand s hall lead me, and your
right hand shall hold me.
Jer. 23:23-24: “ Am I a God at hand, declares the Lord, and not a God afar
off? Can a man hide himself in s ecret places s o that I cannot s ee him ?
declares the Lord. Do I not fill heaven and earth? declares the Lord.
c) God does not have s patial dim ensions .
1 Kings 8:27: “ But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and
the highes t heaven cannot contain you; how much less this hous e that I
have built!
Acts 7:48: Yet the Mos t High does not dwell in hous es m ade by hands , as the
prophet s ays ,
d) God can be present to punish, to s us tain, or to bless .
Am os 9:1-4: I s aw the Lord s tanding beside the altar, and he s aid: “ Strike the
capitals until the thres holds s hake, and s hatter them on the heads of all
the people; and those who are left of them I will kill with the s word; not
one of them shall flee away; not one of them shall es cape. “ If they dig into
Sheol, from there s hall m y hand take them ; if they clim b up to heaven,
from there I will bring them down. If the y hide themselves on the top of
Carm el, from there I will s earch them out and take them ; and if they hide
from m y s ight at the bottom of the s ea, there I will comm and the s erpent,
and it shall bite them . And if they go into captivity before their enem ies ,
there I will comm and the s word, and it shall kill them ; and I will fix m y
eyes upon them for evil and not for good.”

Col. 1:17: And he is before all things , and in him all things hold together.
Heb. 1:3: He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact im print of his
nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. After m aking
purification for sins , he s at down at the right hand of the Majes ty on high,
1 Sam . 4:4: So the people s ent to Shiloh and brought from there the ark of the
covenant of the Lord of hos ts , who is enthroned on the cherubim . And the two
s ons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas , were there with the ark of the covenant of
God.
Rev. 21:3: And I heard a loud voice from the throne s aying, “ Behold, the dwelling
place of God is with m an. He will dwell with them , and they will be his people,
and God himself will be with them as their God.
2 Cor. 3:17: Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is , there
is freedom .
Rom . 8:9-10: You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the
Spirit of God dwells in you. An yone who does not have the Spirit of Chris t does
not belong to him . But if Chris t is in you, although the body is dead becaus e of
s in, the Spirit is life becaus e of righteousness .
5) Unity (Sim plicity) (177-180)
a) God is not divided into parts , yet we s ee different attributes of God
emphasized at different tim es .
i) When Scripture s peaks about God’s attributes it never s ingles out one
attribute of God as m ore im portant than all the res t.
1 John 1:5: This is the mess age we have heard from him and proclaim to you,
that God is light, and in him is no darkness at all.
1 John 4:8: Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is
love.
Ex. 34:6-7: The Lord pass ed before him and proclaim ed, “ The Lord, the Lord,
a God m erciful and gracious , slow to anger, and abounding in s teadfas t
love and faithfulness , keeping s teadfas t love for thousands , forgiving
iniquity and transgress ion and sin, but who will by no means clear the
guilty, vis iting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the
children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation.”
ii) God’s being is not a collection of attributes added together.
iii) God’s attributes are not additions to his real being.
iv) E ver y attribute of God als o qualifies every other attribute.

