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“Renowned theologian and New Testament scholar Dr. Robert Picirilli has 
written a book that makes compelling reading for his fellow Baptists and 
for all others interested in a truly biblical theology. Picirilli argues that to 
construct a truly biblical theology, one should start with the Bible itself as 
‘the best evidence of God’s plan,’ believing that ‘it is better to infer what 
God has decreed in eternity, from the Bible’s account of how God acted 
in the history . . . of man and the cosmos’ rather than starting with the 
classical ‘decrees’ and imposing them on biblical revelation. This Scripture-
honoring approach produces powerful and important insights into such 
thorny issues as God’s will, human freedom, and divine foreknowledge. God 
in Eternity and Time merits and will reward every dedicated Christian’s rapt 
and focused attention.”

—Richard Land, executive editor, Christian Post, and 
president emeritus of Southern Evangelical Seminary and 

the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission

“Dr. Picirilli demonstrates how human libertarian freedom is consistent 
with key divine attributes and actions. In so doing, Picirilli masterfully pro-
vides understandable and plausible explanations for complex doctrines such 
as immutability, timelessness, and foreknowledge, as well as God’s work 
in creation, incarnation, and redemption. This book provides answers to 
thorny theological questions that concern many Christians.”

—Steve Lemke, provost emeritus and professor of philosophy 
and ethics, New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary

“Certainly, Picirilli brings many fresh ideas in support of human freedom, 
answering conundrums proposed by determinists of every sort. Perhaps 
his most striking contribution, however, is to throw the more speculative 
aspects of systematic theology back upon the surer footing of biblical the-
ology. One might even assert that this book is essentially a hermeneutical 
guide to the issue of divine sovereignty and human freedom. Clearly and 
concisely written, the book will straighten out many a crooked argument in 
the complex debate, and will invite readers to connect with Picirilli’s previ-
ous works on the Calvinist-Arminian issue.” 

—James M. Leonard, vice president, Society of Evangelical Arminians



“While differing from the Molinist model to which I subscribe, Picirilli offers 
a well-reasoned and innovative model of the relationship between divine 
eternity and divine temporality. Grounded first and foremost in revealed 
theology, Picirilli insightfully argues that the events comprising God’s rela-
tionships with creatures in time are ontologically identical with those same 
events in eternity. His model effectively avoids the—in my judgment—erro-
neous extremes of divine determinism and divine openness. This book will 
be read profitably by biblical theologians who seek an understanding of God 
that reconciles the scriptural data on divine sovereignty, divine counter-
factual knowledge, divine foreknowledge, and genuine human freedom.”

—Kirk R. MacGregor, associate professor of philosophy 
and religion and department chair, McPherson College

“Robert Picirilli has written a pleasant text about the most important sub-
ject human beings can discuss—God and his relation to time and eternity. 
Picirilli is both humble and clear, filled with conviction and with reserva-
tion, fully confident in Scripture while warning about our penchant for 
drawing airtight inferences. He cautioned, ‘[W]hen we try to define too 
closely the nature of the infinite God and his attributes, considered apart 
from the biblical account, our logic is not fully dependable.’ The reader 
will find that immediate interaction—sometimes agreement and celebra-
tion, sometimes contemplation of possible alternative constructions— 
characterizes the reading experience. The author’s style invites this kind 
of conversation with the text. It is fun to read and will help one reason 
with humility, always deferring to Scripture over philosophy and biblically 
unwarranted assertions, sometimes even those made by the author—as 
Picirilli fittingly observes, ‘This is especially true when our logical infer-
ences appear to be in conflict with what the Bible actually affirms about 
God.’ How the biblical text relates events in time to a biblically war-
ranted understanding of eternal decrees ‘according to the counsel of his 
will’ (Eph 1:11 ESV) will probably occur frequently in these interactions 
with the text. Arguing for a traditional Arminian understanding of eternal, 
exhaustive foreknowledge as the only alternative that leaves genuine human 
freedom, libertarian freedom, intact, Picirilli takes issue with confessional 



Calvinism (determinism), middle knowledge, and open theism as outside 
the parameters of the demands of the biblical text as it relates to creation 
and the intersection of time and eternity. This will provide some healthy 
theological exercises for the reader. I heartily recommend this book to all 
who want to engage a mind-clearing, spirit-elevating, theologically chal-
lenging, Bible-endearing exercise that will bear eternal fruit and give great 
clarity to what is at stake on the several sides of this important discussion.”

—Tom J. Nettles, visiting professor of historical theology, 
Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary

“In this book Robert Picirilli does what he does best: he serves the church 
by writing about theologically controversial issues in a way that is irenic, 
clear, and enjoyable to read, all at the same time. Picirilli is one of the few 
authors I know of who are credentialed in, and have taught, Greek exegesis, 
theology, and philosophy, and this unique combination is in evidence in this 
volume. This is the best discussion of these matters from an Arminian van-
tage point, and Calvinists and Arminians alike will benefit from grappling 
with Picirilli’s winsome and cogent analysis.”

—J. Matthew Pinson, president and professor of theology,  
Welch College

“In God in Eternity and Time, Robert Picirilli deftly wrestles with the para-
dox of an infinite God acting within a finite world of space and time. With 
thoughtful, gracious insight he clearly explains why he rejects both open 
theism and a hard determinism, carefully examining Scripture to under-
stand how an omniscient God can know everything that will happen and 
yet his creatures are free to act within the arena he created. This work is 
essential reading for any Christian seriously studying the grand issues of 
God’s sovereignty and human agency.”

—Hershael W. York, dean, School of Theology and 
Victor and Louise Lester Professor of Christian Preaching, 

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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PREFACE

My purpose in this work is to explore some of the implications of the 
stunning fact that the immutable God has created the space-time 

cosmos we inhabit and the equally stunning fact that this personal God 
interacts with us humans, likewise personal, in this realm. 

In a way, there’s nothing all that earthshaking about saying this, or 
even about the implications I will discuss in several chapters. Why do I 
write about this, then? The answer is a matter of focus. I propose that 
 theologians—many of them, anyway—may need to adjust their focus.

I say this because theologians, in discussing God and his works, some-
times tend to focus primarily on the concept of God as formulated in meta-
physical philosophy rather than on God as he reveals himself in the biblical 
narrative, mutually and personally influencing and being influenced by the 
race of human beings he made to bear, or be, his image.

I do not mean to suggest by this that theologians consciously or delib-
erately exalt philosophical constructs over revelation. I am confident that 
Bible-believing theologians, at least, intend for the Bible to have first place 
in their thinking. Nor am I denying that there is a place for what is called 
“natural theology.”1 I am not a Biblicist in the sense that I think there is 

1 Natural theology can be defined (nontechnically) as reasoning about God on 
the basis of logic and experience rather than drawing directly from Scripture.
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 nothing to consider but the Bible. I am convinced, however, that careful 
analysis of the biblical text has priority. What we conclude by natural theol-
ogy must be understood and interpreted by revealed truth, not vice versa. 

When theologians focus on God as defined in himself, in eternal immu-
tability, they end up representing God as he is conceived, all too often, in 
rationalistic philosophy. They concentrate on things the Bible itself never 
aspires to define, on theological constructs that the inspired writers of 
Scripture might not even recognize. These constructs include attributes of 
God such as his impassibility or aseity or simplicity. Often these attributes 
are defined in terms that grew out of Greek philosophical logic.2

Other examples of theological constructs include the classical defini-
tions of the Trinity or of the theanthropic personality of Jesus Christ. As 
such, I am not inveighing against theological constructs. Many of them, 
like the two I have just mentioned, express important theological insights, 
representing the best we can do in defining mystery.

Yet another theological construct that some theologians focus on, in 
order to understand God and his acts, is the concept of divine decrees. 
These decrees represent the “decisions” of God in eternity, before the cre-
ation of this cosmos.3 There is nothing wrong with attempting to identify 
the settled intentions of God lying behind the world he created and how 
he governs it. But doing so easily leads one to define the world by logically 
inferred decrees rather than to identify the decrees on the basis of God’s acts 
in time and space as described in the Bible.

There is the rub, and there is the difference in perspective I am proposing.
For the infinite, immutable God of eternity to create, and then to act 

in, the space-time world that is home to us is absolutely incredible, as I 
will attempt to show. That means we had better take this world seriously 

2 As I trust will become clear, I am not suggesting that we can never go beyond 
what Scripture affirms in our formulations or applications of scriptural truth. 
But we always need to ascribe primary authority to the biblical text and its clear 
implications.

3 This means logically before, not temporally. 
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as the real world. It serves as the domain in which God interacts with us, 
and we with him.

The Bible presents God to us in the context of creation and the biblical 
narrative that describes how he has governed it in the progress of human 
history. It does not do this in the form of a systematic or philosophical 
theology. Instead, it reveals God in action and in relationships. To be sure, 
he has an overarching plan for this world and for us. But wouldn’t it be 
better if we described that plan in the way he has revealed it rather than in 
accord with a priori theological concepts? In the Bible, God has revealed 
himself in the very way he considered most effective, so surely the Bible 
itself is the best evidence of God’s plan and therefore the best source of 
discerning what it is. 

Yes, this has important implications for the long-standing theological 
argument between determinism and freedom.4 Determinists focus on the 
decrees God made in eternity and then interpret the events of this world, 
including specifically the events described in the Bible, in the light of those 
decrees as they have defined them. I suggest that it is better to infer what 
God has decreed, in eternity, from the Bible’s account of how God has acted 
in the history—his story—of man and the cosmos.

The same applies to God’s foreknowledge, a subject that takes up sev-
eral chapters of this work. All too often, theologians start with the rational 
concept of foreknowledge and then offer all sorts of objections, based on 
apparently logical inferences from the concept, to the possibilities the Bible 
so strongly insists on. Whether God’s eternal decrees or  foreknowledge—
or anything else God is or has forever—we need to refocus and understand 

4 This is not a book about soteriology, about Calvinism versus Arminianism. 
For that, see Robert E. Picirilli, Grace, Faith, Free Will: Contrasting Views of Salvation: 
Calvinism and Arminianism (Nashville: Randall House, 2002). I am aware that 
many Calvinists object to being identified as determinists, but even compatibilism, 
often called “soft determinism,” is a form of determinism, holding that determin-
ism and freedom are compatible. Paul Helm acknowledges this in his foreword 
to Michael Patrick Preciado’s A Reformed View of Freedom: The Compatibility of 
Guidance Control and Reformed Theology (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2019), ix.
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the relationship between these eternal aspects of God’s nature and the 
world he created. 

It is the latter—the space-time cosmos—that makes up the story of 
the Bible. This is the stage on which we play our role (my apologies to 
Shakespeare), and it is likewise the stage on which God plays his role. 
Neither of us is merely acting a part. What God is doing in and with the 
created order, including human beings, exactly matches who he is and what 
he has planned forever. What God has known forever matches but does not 
govern the record of his and our acts in Scripture and in our experience.

I must give special thanks to two men who have been of great help to 
me in this project. Steven Lewis (a grandson to make one proud!), a doc-
toral candidate at Southern Evangelical Seminary, has read an earlier ver-
sion of this and offered many useful comments. So has Kevin Hester (PhD, 
Saint Louis University), who oversees the theology department at Welch 
College. I will acknowledge their contributions several times in notes in 
this work. One must not assume, however, that either of them would agree 
with my presentation. 



P A R T  O N E 

The Acts of Eternal God 
in Time and Space





3

O N E

Speaking about God: 
Preliminary Considerations

This chapter introduces the “problem” of speaking about God—of 
doing theology, in other words. There is something of a duality in the 

way we use language. This results, at least partly, from the fact that we have 
only one language to speak about two radically different realms. 

On the one hand, we speak about the world we ourselves inhabit, 
the world of space and time, of bodies and actions that can be observed. 
Apparently we form our language primarily with reference to this world.

On the other hand, we use the same language to speak about a meta-
physical realm that is constituted differently, the realm of God’s existence in 
eternity. God’s “world” is not a physical one. It is not marked by the passage 
of time. He simply is—forever and unchanging. In that realm there is no 
beginning and no end, apparently not even a before and after.1 No crossing 
of space, apparently, no movement from one “place” to another.

1 I am not intentionally reflecting (or disputing) the “eternal now” of Aquinas. 
God certainly knows the events of this world as they really are, and so he knows the 
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I’ve made heavy use of apparently. Already the problem for speaking 
about God has reared its head. Our language is not sufficient to describe 
what it means for God to be, and never to become, in eternity.

This does not stop us—we are all theologians—from speaking many 
things about him, often without realizing that when we describe who he is 
in eternity we are for the most part expressing what is beyond our ability to 
express. (I say “for the most part” because it is true that Scripture now and 
then speaks of who he is in himself forever.) We love—theologians love—
metaphysical speculation.

I am not campaigning against speculative theology; I enjoy it as much 
as the next person. However, when we ascribe things to God that go beyond 
what Scripture says about him, we need to be cautious. What the Bible says 
in its long narrative from Genesis to Revelation, about God and his inter-
action with this world of space and time, may well be more reliable than our 
metaphysical speculation.

To be more specific, we theologians need to exercise some significant 
caution in affirming how things we attribute to God are so, or are not so. 
If for no other reason, the great difference between him as infinite and our 
human finitude—in addition to the limitations of our language as well as 
the negative impact of the fall and depravity on our cognitive abilities—
ought to make us slow to speak and careful when we do.

This caution need not cause us to go off with Barth into thinking of God as 
so “wholly other” that we can say nothing understandable about his nature. Nor 
do we need to adopt a Thomist Deus absconditus as though God is hidden from 
our knowledge.2 (It may be that neither Barth nor Aquinas would recognize my 
use of his words. Regardless, such a discussion is for another time.)

difference between past, present, and future even though temporal distinctions are 
not aspects of his own essence.

2 I do not mean to imply that Aquinas held that we can know nothing about 
God. He distinguished between “quidditative” knowledge of God, as he is in his 
essence, and “analogical” knowledge of God, which enables us to say meaningful 
things about him. See Summa Theologiae (hereafter ST) 1.13.5–6, where Aquinas 
said that “no name is predicated univocally of God and of creatures,” then “Neither, 
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Discussing some of the traditional attributes of God will serve to illus-
trate the problem we encounter when we speak about God and the caution 
we need. The attributes themselves are well established and beyond question, 
but we can profit from exploring how we can speak about God in those terms.

Does God Have a Body?

I choose to ease into my subject in a way with which I think not many will 
disagree: the traditional affirmation that God is incorporeal, which means 
that he does not have a body, at least not a physical body.3 The Bible is clear 
that God is a spiritual being, not a physical one. Jesus’s conversation with 
the woman at the well (John 4) includes a clear statement (by one who 
ought to know in ways far beyond our ability) that “God is spirit.” This 
means, among other things, that God does not have body parts. He has no 
eyes, no ears, no hands—for just a few of many possible examples.4 

However—and this is what is important for my purpose—Scripture 
attributes body parts to him. The Bible speaks freely of his eyes, ears, hands, 
and more. To be sure, we have been taught to say, correctly enough, that 
when we and the Bible say such things about God we are speaking anthro-
pomorphically. An anthropomorphism is, simply, to attribute human form 
to God. (Or to anything else, like an animal or a machine, for that matter. 
When I say that my computer “thinks,” I am speaking anthropomorphically. 

on the other hand, are names applied to God and creatures in a purely equivocal 
sense,” and then that “names are said of God and creatures in an analogous sense.” 
All quotations from Aquinas are from his ST, accessed at https://www.newadvent 
.org/summa/1.htm.

3 That there is such a thing as a spiritual body seems confirmed by Paul in 
1 Cor 15:44. My purpose here does not include exploring the meaning of that.

4 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1941), 65–66, 
treats this under the heading “the spirituality of God” and observes that when the 
Bible refers to God’s eyes, hands, or so on, it is “speaking anthropomorphically or figu-
ratively of Him who far transcends our human knowledge, and of whom we can only 
speak in a stammering fashion after the manner of men.” This is more or less typical 
of standard discussion but strikes me as both true and falling short of the full truth.
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Computers do not think at all; they only perform what they have been pro-
grammed to perform by people, who do think.)

So far, so good. When we read in Ps 11:4, for example, that Yahweh’s 
“eyes watch, / his gaze [lit. eyelids] examines everyone,” we are sophisticated 
enough to know that he does not really have eyes. Isaiah 59:1 assures us that 
“the L!&*’s arm is not too weak to save, / and his ear is not too deaf to hear.” 
We automatically, almost subconsciously, translate this anthropomorphism 
into something more conceptual. God has no such body parts.

So, there is at least a sense in which our words, our speech, about God’s 
eyes or hands is equivocal, which means that our words have a meaning, 
when applied to God, which is different from their meaning when applied 
to human beings. Or to say this better, perhaps, we do not mean exactly the 
same thing when we speak of God’s eyes as when we speak of ours.

And here is where the need for caution arises. As soon as we begin to think 
about what words mean, we’re at an important place. There is also something 
univocal in speaking about God’s eyes. Anthropomorphisms express meaning; 
they communicate truth.5 In other words, whatever it means for us to have eyes, 
there is something of the same meaning involved in saying that God has eyes.

What, then, does having eyes mean? One thing, of course, is the ability 
to see. If we can say that God does not have eyes, can we just as confidently 
say that he does not see? Probably not, even though it may be just as anthro-
pomorphic to say that he “sees” as to say that he has “eyes.” 

I digress a moment to say that I have deliberately chosen the termi-
nology I am using: that such an anthropomorphism is both equivocal and 
univocal. I prefer this to the usual use of analogy as a way of describing 
how we speak about God, since analogy focuses on similarity, and I think it 
best to retain the tension between what is different and what is the same in 
words attributed to God.6 Experimentally, I would suggest that such speech 

5 Paul Helm, Eternal God: A Study of God without Time (New York: 
Oxford University, 1988), 2, insists that some statements about God are not 
anthropomorphic.

6 I am aware that philosophers and theologians often steer a course between 
equivocal and univocal by referring to analogy, saying that speech about God 



Speaking about God: Preliminary Considerations 7

is equivocal in form and univocal in substance.7 Any reader for whom this 
terminology complicates the issue may toss it; the main point stands even if 
we discard equivocal and univocal. To speak of God as having eyes is not to 
be taken as literally true but as an anthropomorphism, yet it is true, insofar 
as meaning is concerned, to speak of him as having eyes.

So then, when we read Ps 11:4, we had better know that, as the psalmist 
expressed it, the eyes of the Lord see and test everything we think and do. 
If there’s anything different between his “seeing” and ours, perhaps it’s that 
he “sees” far better than we. His eyesight is perfect. The reach of his hand to 
save is unlimited. His ears pick up our softest whispers, even when they are 
mere thoughts. And we are in awe of him for that.

Should I say to a grieving widow, for example, that God has no arms to 
comfort her, I might well be guilty of blasphemy. It is a wicked person, after 
all, who says, “God will never see what I do; he has no eyes” (cf. Ps 10:11). 
The response of the author of Ps 94:8–9 to such vacuous thinking is sharply 
pointed: “Pay attention, you stupid people! / Fools, when will you be wise? / 
Can the one who shaped the ear not hear, / the one who formed the eye not 
see?” We are, after all, in his image, not he in ours.8

expresses a meaning similar to but neither wholly identical with nor entirely dif-
ferent from what the words mean in our human context. For a brief treatment, see 
Norman L. Geisler, “Analogy,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter A. 
Elwell (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), 42–43. I am not critical of that approach but 
prefer to retain the both/and tension and so to avoid mere similarity and strive for 
substantial identity in meaning. Brian Leftow, “Eternity and Simultaneity,” Faith 
and Philosophy: Journal of the Society of Christian Philosophers 8, no. 2 (April 1991): 
179n43), suggests that “so-called analogy theories of God-talk reduce to forms of 
univocity (or equivocity) theory in the end.”

7 By “substance,” here, I mean what something is in its essential nature, whereas 
“form” indicates the way the essential meaning is expressed in a particular example 
and that could be different in another example. A dear colleague introduced me to 
this useful distinction between form and substance long ago. See F. Leroy Forlines, 
The Quest for Truth: Answering Life’s Inescapable Questions (Nashville: Randall 
House, 2001), 496–97.

8 Kevin Hester commented to me, appropriately, that “the imago Dei is an 
important concept to discuss as it relates to the human capacity for relationship, 
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Indeed, then, our eyes may be poor and limited editions of his. Whatever 
it means to us to say that we have eyes and see, it means the same—even 
more fully—to say that God has eyes to see. Sometimes poetry—if that is 
what this is—speaks more truthfully and forcefully than prose. And I am 
not merely affirming a sentimental meaning here; I intend metaphysical 
meaning, meaning in ultimate reality.

So then, yes, to say that God is incorporeal is to say something impor-
tant about him. However, to say that his eyes see and test everyone is like-
wise to say something important about him. And to say the same thing 
about human beings is to say something that corresponds, significantly, 
with saying it about God.

To state this another way, affirming that God has no body, as truth-
ful as it is, has little meaning, comparatively speaking, for anything but 
metaphysical reasoning.9 Such a statement is a largely a priori affirmation. 
Speaking relationally rather than metaphysically, the Bible refers to God’s 
body parts so often, and with such important lessons involved, that we 
need to give those representations their full measure of meaning for life—
and for theology.10 

If anyone, in focusing on the doctrine that God is incorporeal, as true 
as it is, should do so in such a way as to mitigate the important reality of 
the biblical truth that God’s eyes are on us, it would be better to shift one’s 
emphasis away from the truth that he has no eyes. As I think about it, I 
cannot remember a single instance in Scripture where the author thereof 
thought it important to remind us that God has no body.

language, and ultimately the possibility of revelation.” Email message to the author, 
August 9, 2020.

9 Kevin Hester is right in reminding me that there is some value in people’s 
knowing that God does not have a body and so is not limited to any one “place,” so 
that he can be “present” with anyone anywhere.

10 Steven Lewis, commenting on this paragraph, after emphasizing that speak-
ing about God as incorporeal says something important about him, then aptly 
remarked, “Whether someone holds that God is corporeal would not change the 
meaning they recognize in these passages of Scripture.”
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Does God Have Feelings?

We can pursue the same line of thought, in respect to something else we 
theologians affirm about God, by turning from body parts to feelings. The 
Westminster Confession (II.I), speaking theologically, observes that God 
not only has no body, he has no passions. In other words, God is impassible.

There has long been, and still is, much discussion, for and against, 
about the impassibility of God.11 Some agree that he is above feelings, at 
least in some respects. Some disagree.12 For this reason, observations on 
this particular attribute can be brief, limited to comments similar to those 
about incorporeality. Even so, this contributes to the overall proposal I 
am developing.

For God to be impassible, or “without . . . passions,” as the Westminster 
divines expressed it, means, if taken at face value, that God has no feel-
ings. Many might express it more softly, saying that he is above transitory 
 emotions—or something like that.

Nonetheless, most who have anything at all to say about impassibility 
will at least say that—like attributing eyes and arms to God—to ascribe 
anger and joy, distress and pleasure to God is, again, to speak anthropo-
morphically. But since we are referring to emotions rather than body parts, 
anthropathically is the word to use. 

Those who describe our speech this way will affirm that when we say 
God is or was angry on some occasion the words do not quite mean the 
same thing as they do when we say that some human being is or was angry. 
In other words, to speak of God as angry is to speak equivocally.

11 Indeed, a number of standard theologies do not treat impassibility. Francis 
Pieper, Christian Dogmatics (St. Louis: Concordia, 1950), I:440, for example, only 
mentions in passing, under the heading of immutability, that God is angry or merci-
ful only “according to the difference in the object of His affection,” but this does not 
really address the question of whether God has feelings. 

12 For a helpful discussion of impassibility, including his own “synthetic solu-
tion,” see Millard J. Erickson, God the Father Almighty: A Contemporary Exploration 
of the Divine Attributes (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 141–64. I thank Kevin Hester 
for calling my attention to this thorough treatment of the subject.
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An example in Hosea will illustrate. Some of what God said to Ephraim 
(apparently standing for all of Israel) includes this: “My heart churns within 
Me; / My sympathy is stirred. / I will not execute the fierceness of My anger” 
(11:8–9 NKJV). Hosea’s speech may be anthropopathic, and even if there 
is something equivocal in his reference to God’s “heart,” what he says is also 
univocal. Israel had better believe—yes, all of us had better believe—that 
God’s anger is aroused by sin, that his heart churns (what an apt expression!) 
on behalf of people, that his sympathy can be stirred. And we sense ourselves 
drawn to him in adoration.

This is the real God interacting with real people in the real world. Yes, 
the language is relational, to some degree. Even so, there is something, even 
if not everything, in God’s anger and love here that corresponds to what we 
feel in human anger and love. The substance, the meaning of God’s words 
in Hosea, comes through loud and clear. 

To be sure, God is clearly not subject to the vicissitudes of our emo-
tional vulnerabilities. However, if we focus on his impassibility in such a 
way that we lose sight of God’s feelings, we have lost something very biblical 
and important.13 God is personal and has personal relationships.14

We need not doubt the fact that God in himself, metaphysically, is 
above the changing emotional states that our feelings expose us to. Indeed, 
I am not arguing for or against impassibility as traditionally conceived in 

13 Kevin Hester suggests that Anselm’s classic Cur Deus Homo and Athanasius’s 
De Incarnation speak well to this matter. In direct contrast to what I have said, if we 
were to focus on “feelings” in God in such a way as to lose sight of his essentially 
impassible nature, we would also lose something very important to sound theology. 
We need the biblical God who is both compassionate and above our vulnerable 
emotions. It is worth noting that some theologians include emotions as part of 
the essence of personality; see Forlines, Quest for Truth, 138, who emphasizes this: 
“God is personal. Man is personal. The basic thrust of the idea of being created in 
the image of God is that man is a personal being. A person is one who thinks, feels, 
and acts” (italics original). In a different vein, Helm, Eternal God, 57, observes that 
defining personhood is difficult for philosophers. 

14 Kevin Hester cites Augustine’s De Trinitate in this regard.
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theology.15 Still, I repeat that the Bible, as far as I recall, never undertakes to 
assure us that God is not a feeling being, that he has no emotions, that he is 
never really angry or glad. God’s wrath or joy may be much more real than 
ours. The Bible speaks of God relationally, telling us how to perceive him in 
terms that communicate true, ultimate meaning to us in the world of time 
and space and bodies and feelings.

The point is that God really relates to us.16 A passage like Hos 11:8–9, 
then, is speaking truth—existential truth but not merely so—to us about 
God. Metaphysical speculation should not be allowed to mitigate this truth 
and make it less than it is. What we think about God in eternity must not 
swallow up, as some sort of secondary truth, what we know about him in 
time and space from the Bible. God as he relates to us is just as important as 
God in himself in eternity.

Conclusion: So, What Am I Saying?

What, then, am I saying specifically, as it relates to the rest of this book? 
First, the realm of God’s existence in eternity is radically different from the 
realm of time and space that God created, made us part of, and acts in. The 
Bible is usually speaking to us in terms of the latter.

Second, there is truth both in what we say about God himself in eternity 
and in what we say about him in relation to the world of time and space. 
Our use of language can be both equivocal and univocal when describing 
God and his eternal attributes and will. As some theologians like to say, we 

15 For a helpful defense of the classical idea of impassibility (and immutabil-
ity) against the criticism that it makes God static and unsympathetic, see L. Roger 
Owens, “Free, Present, and Faithful: A Theological Reading of the Character of 
God in Exodus,” New Blackfriars 85 (2004): 614–27. He cites Herbert McCabe, 
God Matters (Springfield, IL: Templegate, 1987), to show that critics like process 
theologians do not understand what classical theologians really mean and that while 
it is correct to say that God has no passions, it is equally correct to say that God does 
not not have passions.

16 By this statement I do not mean to refer to Thomas Aquinas’s concept of 
“real relation.” That will be mentioned again in a subsequent chapter.
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cannot know God exhaustively, but we can know him accurately. The best 
way to do that is to know him as he is depicted in relationship to, and in the 
context of, the natural order over which he exercises dominion.

Third, our metaphysical descriptions of God and his acts, in regard to 
the eternal realm (that he has no body or emotions, for example) may not 
always seem to cohere logically with descriptions of him in regard to the 
latter realm (that his eyes observe everything we do or that he is angered 
by sin). Any apparent incoherence, however, is just that—apparent—and 
results from the capacity of language to be ambiguous—as well as from our 
own finite limitations, and fallen nature, in understanding the infinite. 

In the end, when the two aspects of our understanding do not seem to 
cohere, the aspect we must by no means give up is that of the biblical narra-
tive, which speaks—often relationally—about God’s actions in time and 
space as actions in the real world. The chapters to come should clarify this.
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