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He describes God's actions as fellows: “Inasmuch, therefore, as he is a ruler, he has both
powers, that, namely, of doing good, and that of doing harm; regulating his conduct on the
principle of requiting him who has done anything 731 In other words, God will react to

human actions. Philo will also speak of God’s anger, mercy, and happiness on occasion 32

Thus, Joseph Hallman correctly observes that “Philo does not . . . completely
absorb the Greek notion of divine immutability and impassibility 733 Even if one would
want to go so far as to say that he does not see how it is that Greek philosophy and the
biblical concept of God are fundamentally different, one must agree that the biblical portrait
of God is more important to him that the Greek notion.™* Philo, then, does not simply
appropriate Greek philosophical concepts and apply them directly to the God of the Bible.

He carefully tries to sift through the biblical and Greek ideas to formulate his thoughts

about the God of the Hebrew Scriptures.

Ignatius (ca. 110)

Ignatius is difficult to interpret on this point of passibility because, more than once,
he seems to affirm that God is both passible and impassible in the same sentence. In his
letter to Polycarp, he writes: “Look for Him who is beyond all time, the Eternal, the

Invisible who became visible for our sake, the Impalpable, the Impassibie who suffered for

51Philo, Noah’s Work as a Planter, 87, in The Works of Philo, Complete and
Unabridged, trans. C. D. Yonge (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers,
1993), 198.

52Philo, The Life of Moses L6, On Dreams, That They are God Sent, 2.1771f.; On
the Creation, 156.

53Hallman, The Descent of God, 29.

54Hallman, Descent of God, 29.



73
our sake (Tov amadn, Tov O nuag tabntoy) 33 who endured every outrage for our

sake.”® And again in his letter to the Bphesians he states: “There is one Doctor active in

both body and soul, begotten and yet unbegotten, God in man, true life in death, son of

Mary and Son of God, first able to suffer and then unable to suffer (mpartov mavintog
Ko TOTE ana@ng),57 Jesus Christ, our Lord.”® Most scholars agree with J K. Moziey

when he suggests that in order to make sense of these quotes “we must not attribute to
(Ignatius) views of a suffering God outside of the sphere of the Incarnation 7> This

seems to be a reasonable conclusion given the otherwise confusing data. This interpretation
allows for God to be passible in the incarnate state and impassible in the Unincarnate state.

However, disagreement occurs when one tries to determine whether the dominant
view depicted by Ignatius is that God is generally an impassible or a passible God. Mozley
asserts that Ignatius, in his letter to Polycarp, “gives us the notion of passibility as a

temporal circumstance attaching to the revelation of Christ our God in the flesh or in man,

55The Greek text is taken from Jonathan Bayes’ article in “Divine anafews in
Ignatius of Antioch,” in Studia Parristica, vol. 21, E. Livingstone, ed., 27.

56]gnatius, “To Polycarp,” 3, in The Apostolic Fathers, vol. 1, The Fathers of the
Church (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1947), 125.
(Emphasis mine)

57The Greek text is taken from Jonathan Bayes article: “Divine cmafsia in
Ignatius of Antioch,” in Studia Patristica, vol. 21, E. Livingstone, ed., 27.

58]gnatius, “To the Ephesians,” 7. (Emphasis mine)

581 K. Mozley, The Impassibility of God,7. Cf. RM. Grant, Gods and One God
{Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1986), 106; and Jonathan Bayes, “Divine anafeia in
Ignatius of Antioch,” in Studia Patristica, vol. 21, E. Livingstone, ed., 27.
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but possessing no eteral grounding in the divine nature.”® On the other hand, Jonathan
Bayes argues that “Ignatius’ predication of ma8og of 8go¢ must be taken with full

seriousness, and that it is at least as reasonable to read the references to divine anoOsvo m

the light of Ignatius’ belief in a suffering God, as vice versa.”®! He explains:

We must distinguish between two altemative possible defimtions of apatheia, either
as the inability to suffer in any circumstances at all, or as the fact of not suffering in
a particular given set of circumstances. Certainly Ignatius believes that, as long as
God remains in the circomstances of heaven, he does not, and indeed, cannot, suffer.
However, he does not believe that God in himself cannot suffer, since it was God
who suffered in the circumstances of earth during the incarnation; amwaOeLc is
factually descriptive, not substantially definitive. Ignatius 1s not affirming divine
anafeiro in the way that it would later come to be asserted as an a priori exclusion
from the divine nature of the very possibility of suffering, as is represented, for
example, by Novatian’s rthetorical question: “Quis enim non intelligat, quod
impassibilis sit divinitas. .. 7"’ There is, it is true, no passion of God outside the
incarnation, but the suffering of Christ in the incarnation was most emphatically the
passion of God .62

Bayes’ main point--that the inability to suffer 1s descriptive of divine nature rather than
substantially definitive--is an important one. He is suggesting that if it is true that God
suffered in the incarnation, then impassibility can only be used to describe the divine nature
in a certain set of circumstances and not to define the divine substance. This is true because
if God suffered in any circumnstance whatsoever (namely the incarnation}, then he could not
be essentially impassible in the sense that he cannot suffer at all. This thought then opens
the door to the possibility that Ignatius may have believed that God is essentially passible

rather than impassible.

00) K. Mozley, The Impassibility of God, 9.

61Bayes, “Divine anofeio in Ignatius,” 29.

62Bayes, “Divine anafeio in Ignatius,” 29.
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Irenaeus (ca. 130-ca. 200)

Irenaeus, on the other hand, is much clearer in his convictions concerning the issue of
the passibility of God. He makes a sharp distinction between the humanity and divinity of
Christ and what each nature capable or incapable of enduring.

For as He became man in order to undergo temptation, so also was He the Word
that He might be glorified; the Word remaining quiescent, that He might be capable
of being tempted, dishonoured, crucified, and of suffering death, but the human
nature being swallowed up in it (the divine), when it conquered, and endured
[without yielding], and performed acts of kindness, and rose again, and was received
up [into heaven]. He therefore, the Son of God, our Lord, being the Word of the
Father, and the Son of man, since He had a gemneration as to His human nature from
Mary--who was descended from mankind, and who was herself a human being--was
made the Son of man .63
He explains that it is the human nature that is capable of being tempted, dishonored,
crucified, and killed, but the divine nature swallows up the hnman nature and endures to
perform acts of kindness, to rise again, and to be received into heaven. Thus, Irenaeus
divides the acts of Jesus Christ as they are depicted in the Bible into human and divine acts.
The human nature of Christ is certainly passible, but he rules out the possibility that the

divine nature is capable of any kind suffering.

Tatian {ca. 120-ca. 173)
Tatian, a contemporary of Irenaeus, gives a much different perspective. In his

Address to the Greeks, he speaks of the Spirit of God as the “minister of the suffering of

God (Tov memwovBovTog 9801)).”64 A footnote to this phrase speculates that this 15 an

“early specimen of the Communicatio idiomatum: the ovTLO0O0LS OF AVTIUETAOTOOLG Of

83Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 111, 19.3, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers,The Apostolic
Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, ¢d. Rev. Alexander Roberts and James
Donaldson, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953), 449.

64Tatian, Address of Tatian to the Greeks, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers,ed. Rev.
Alexander Roberts and Fames Donaldson, Fathers of the Second Century, vol. 2 (Buffalo,
NY: The Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885 ), 71.
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the Greek theologians. Whether this is truly the case or not, it is clear that Tatian

believes that God has the capacity for suffering and does suffer in some way although he
does not elaborate on exactly what is meant by the “Spirit of God” being a minister of the

suffering of God.

Clement of Alexandria (ca. 153-ca.217)
Clement of Alexandria appears to swing the pendulum back in the oppasite direction.
He describes Jesus in terms that sound quite docetic:
For He ate, not for the sake of the body, which was kept together by a holy energy,
but in order that it might not enter into the minds of those who were with Him to
entertain a different opinion of Him; in like manner as certainly some afterwards
supposed that He appeared in a phantasmal shape (doxmoeL). But He was entirely

impassible (cmafs10); inaccessible to any movement of feeling--either pleasure or
pain.s6

The force of “impassible” in this instance is the same sense in which it is often used in
modern theology, a God who is entirely without feeling of any kind. Clement goes on to
explain that affections produced rationally are good, but they are inadmissible in the case of
a perfect man such as Jesus. A perfect man does not experience emotions because he has
no reason to. He does not need courage because he does not meet anything that inspires
fear, he does not need cheerfulness of mind because he does not fall into pain; he is never
angry because there is nothing that conld move him to anger; he never envies because he has
everything he needs, and he does not experience love as common affection because he loves

the Creator in the creatures. Neither does he fall into any desire or eagerness because he is

65Tatian, Address of Tatian to the Greeks,71.

66Clement of Alexandda, The Stromata, or Miscellanies, V1, 9; in The Ante-Nicene
Fathers, ed. Rev. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, Fathers of the Second Century,
vol. 2 (Buffale, NY: The Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885 ), 496.
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close to God and blessed with an abundance of good things.m

It would appear that Clement is the perfect example of a Christian who took Greek

philosophy over into Christian theology without any alteration. However, although the
obvious Hellenistic influence is clear, this would be a hasty conclusion.®® In Stromata, VII,

2, he states that the Lord “assumed flesh capable of suffering” which, at least, admuits to the
capability of suffering in the body. Even more directly, in his Exhortation to the Heathen,
he makes several references to the emotion of God. For example:

“Wherefore I (God) was grieved with that generation, and said, They do always err
in heart, and have not known My ways. Who I sware (sic.) in my wrath they shall
not enter into My rest.” Look to the threatening! ook to the exhortation! Look to
the punishment! Why, then, should we any longer change grace into wrath, and not
receive the word with open ears, and entertain God as a guest in pure spirits 763

Believe Him who is man and God; believe, O man. Believe, O man the living God,
who suffered and is adored.70

For we are they who bear about with us, in this living and moving iimage of our
human nature, the likeness of God,--a likeness which dwells with us, takes counsel
with us, associates with us, is a guest with us, feels with us, feels for us.71

67Clement of Alexandria, The Stromata, or Miscellanies, V1, 9.

68In The Stromata VIII, Clement makes a sharp distinction between the false
philosophy given to the Greeks, which he says may act as a stepping-stone to the truth that
comes from God through Christ, but it does not contain that truth: “And in general terms,
we shall not err in alleging that all things necessary and profitable for life came to us from
God, and that philosophy more especially was given to the Greeks, as a covenant peculiar to
them--being, as it is, a stepping-stone to the philosophy which is according to Christ--
although those who applied themselves to the philosophy of the Greeks shut their ears
voluntarily to the truth, despising the voice of Barbarians, or alsc dreading the danger
suspended over the believer, by the laws of the state.”

69Clement of Alexandria, The Exhortation to the Heathen, IX, in The Ante-Nicene
Fathers, ed. Rev. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, Fathers of the Second Century,
vol. 2 (Buffalo, NY: The Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885}, 196.

70Clement of Alexandria, The Exhortation to the Heathen, X,

71Clement of Alexandria, The Exhortation to the Heathen, IV,
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Unfortunately though, he does not resolve these apparent contradictions in his thought that

pertain to the passibility of God. J.K. Mozley astutely observes:
Clement leaves us with the curious conclusion that while tn Christ a place must be
left for the reality of His bodily suffering, since Clement could not deny that without
going over consciously and deliberately into the Docetic camp, no kind of emotional
impulse is to be regarded as affecting in any way His soul. We must think of the
Lord as being ‘without beginning, impassible,’ as assuming flesh which is by nature
passible and training it to a condition of impassibility.” The religious value of
Christ’s sufferings 1s hard to preserve when the emotions are regarded as essentially
hostile to the soul’s apprehension of the good.”2

Thus, Ciement leaves us with a strong impression of the impassibility of God, but he does

not level this with his own assertions about the emotions God experiences as he relates to

his people or with the passibility of Christ.

Tertullian {ca. 160-ca. 240)
Tertullian is another early theologian who gives a mixed report of the passibility of
God. He gives blatantly contradictory views in different works. Joseph Hallman suggests
that Termllian believes that God was basically mutable, but that he contradicted himself on
this point mainly because he was engaged in polemical rhetoric. Hallman states:
God was, for him, necessarily mutable. Tertullian was possibly unconscious of the
difficulties inherent in the marriage between the Platonist and scriptural
understandings of God, and never openly presented the conflict. This fact, along
with his polemical intentions, prevented him from developing a more systematic view

of God.”3

Tertullian argues that God is impassible in his work against the alleged

Patripassianist, Praxeas 74 Praxeas taught that the divine element in Christ was the Father

72] K. Mozley, The Impassibility of God, 58-59.

73Joseph Hallman, “The Mutability of God: Tertullian to Lactantius,” Theological
Studies 42 (Spring 1981): 385-86.

74Termllian, Against Praxeas, 1,in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. Rev. Alexander
Roberts and James Donaldson, Larin Christianity: Its Founder, Tertullian, vol. 3 (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989 ), 597.
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and that while “it is the Son indeed who suffers, the Father is onty His fellow-sufferer.””

In order to rebuke this heresy, Tertullian refused to recognize the distinction Praxeas makes
between “suffering” and “fellow-suffering.” He states that there is no real difference
between the two types of suffering because both of them involve suffering per se, and this,
he says, is impossible for God the Father or the Son in his divine nature:

For what is the meaning of “fellow-suffering,” but the endurance of suffering

along with another? Now if the Father is incapable of suffering, He is incapable of
suffering in company with another; otherwise, if He can suffer with another, He is of
course capable of suffering. ... You are afraid to say that He is capable of

suffering whom you make to be capable of fellow-suffering. Then, again, the Father
is as incapable of fellow-suffering as the Son even is of suffering under the

condition of His existence as God.7
This would seem to be a complete denial of the suffering of the divine nature under
any conditions, but a little further on in his argnment, he speaks of how it is possible for the
Son to suffer in the crucifixion without involving the Father in that suffering as follows:

The Father is separate from the Son, though not from Him as God. Forevenif a
river be soiled with mire and mud, although it flows from the fountain identical in
nature with it, and is not separated from the fountain, yet the injury which affects the
stream reaches not to the fountain; and although it is the water of the fountain which
suffers down the stream, still, since it is not affected at the fountain, but only in the
river, the fountain suffers nothing, but only the river which issues from the fountain.
So likewise the Spirit of God, whatever suffering it might be capable of in the Son,
yet inasmuch as it could not suffer in the Father, the fountain of the Godhead, but
only in the Son, it evidently could not have suffered, as the Father. But if is enough
for me that the Spirit of God suffered nothing as the Spirit of God, since all that It

suffered It suffered in the Son.77
How is it that the Spirit of God suffers in the Son? Tertullian makes it clear that the
suffering that touches the Son cannot touch the Father, just as dirty river water does not

flow back to its source to contaminate the spring, but how is it that the water is able to be

75Tertullian, Against Praxeas, XXIX.
W Tertullian, Against Praxeas, XXIX.

TTTertullian, Against Praxeas, XX1X. (Emphasis mine}
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contaminated at 11?7 One would assume that Tertullian would want to say that the divine
nature or the Spirit of God would be incapable of suffering in any way. But if the Spirit of
God suffers in the Son, then It must be capable of suffering in some way.
He goes on to describe how it is that the Spirit of God works in regard to our own
human suffering on God’s behalf. He explains that
we are ourselves unable to suffer for God, unless the Spirit of God be in us, who
also utters by our instrumentality whatever pertains to our own conduct and
suffering; not, however, that He Himself suffers in our suffering, only He bestows
on us the power and capacity of suffering.’®
Thus, the Spirit of God does not suffer in our suffering, but only enables vs to suffer. It
seems that Tertullian wants to say that this is also the manner in which the Spirit suffers in
the Somn, but he describes the two cases differently. In the case of Christ, it is the Spirit who
suffers in the Son while in our case it is the Spirit who enables us to suffer without
suffering Itself.
In the next chapter, Tertnllian perhaps makes clearer how he understands the
suffering of Christ when he addresses the cry of the forsaken Jesus from the cross. He
says that this cry is “the voice of flesh and soul, that is to say, of man--not of the Word and

Spirit, that is to say, not of God; and it was uttered so as to prove the impassibility of God,
who ‘forsook’ His Son, so far as He handed over His human substance to the suffering of
death . Hence, he also makes the distinction between the suffering of the flesh of Chnist
and the impassibility of the Spirit of Christ. He explains that the flesh of the Son was
incapable of death until Jesus commended his spirit to the Father, and only then could the

flesh undergo the full extent of death.

In this manner He “forsook”™ Him, in not sparing Him; “forsook’” Him, in delivering
Him up. In all other respects the Father did not forsake the Son, for it was into His

78Termllian, Against Praxeas, XXIX.

9Tertullian, Against Praxeas, XXX. (Emphasis mine). Cf. also XXIX.
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Father’s hands that the Son commended His spirit. Indeed, after so commending 1t,
He instantly died; and as the Spirit remained with the flesh, the flesh cannot undergo
the full extent of death, i.e.,in corruption and decay. For the Son, therefore, to die,
amounted to His being forsaken by the Father. The Son, then, both dies and rises
again according to the Scriptures.80
In his work, Against Marcion, Tertullian gives us the opposite opinion of God. The
heresy of the Marcionites is that of docetism, and so Tertullian emphasizes the more
immanent and “human” attributes of God--that God is mutable, passible, and emotional.
Against Marcion and his followers he argues that emotions such as anger, jealousy and
grief do not corrupt God:
We who believe that God really lived on earth, and took upon Him the low estate of
human form, for the purpose of man’s salvation, are very far from thinking as those
do who refuse to believe that God cares for anything. Whence has found its way to
the heretics an argnment of this kind: If God is angry, and jealous, and roused, and
grieved, He must therefore be commupted, and must therefore die. Fortunately,
however, it is a part of the creed of Christians even to believe that God did die, and
yet that He is alive for evermore. Superlative is their folly, who prejudge divine
things from human; so that because in man’s corrupt condition there are found
passions of this description, therefore there must be deemed to exist in God also
sensations of the same kind 81
Tertullian explains that God experiences emotions incorruptibly by the incorruptibility of
His divine essence. Further, he asserts that it is wrong to predicate merely human emotions
of God; it is to reverse what is really true. He exhorts that it is “palpably absurd of you to

be placing human characteristics in God rather than divine ones in man, and clothing God in
the likeness of man, instead of man in the image of God.”82 Thus, Tertullian seems to

make allowances for a passible God, but God's passibility must be understood as divine

passibility which is markedly different from the type of passibility observed in human

80Tertullian, Against Praxeas, XXX.

81Tertullian, Against Marcion, 2, 16, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. Rev.
Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, Latin Christianity: Its Founder, Tertullian, vol.
3 (Grand Rapids: Eexrdmans, 1989 ), 309-10.

82Tertullian, Against Marcion, 2, 16.
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beings.

The Patripassianist Controversy (Second and Third Century)

Tertullian and Hippolytus were two of the main proponents of orthodoxy in the
patripassianist debate of the second and third centuries. Tertullian wrote an entire polemic,
cited above, against Praxeas, a Patripassianist heretic, while Hippolytus wrote a shorter letter
against the heretic, Noetus of Smyma. Patripassianism is perhaps a misnomer for thinkers
such as Praxeas and Noetus wha would be more properly labeled “Modalists” or
“Monarchians.” The primary contention of Praxeas, at least in as much as we are able to
derive it from the writings of Tertullian, is that

Praxeas mantains that there i3 one only Lord, the Almighty Creator of the werld, in
order that out of this doctrine of the unity he may fabricate a heresy. He says that
the Father Himself came down into the Virgin, was Himself bom of her, Himself,
suffered, indeed was Himself Jesus Christ 83
The major problem with Praxeas’ view of the incarnation is that there 1s no distinction made
between the Father and the Son. The name “patripassianist” comes from the logical
inference that if God the Father and God the Son are the same person, then it st mean
that God the Father suffered on the cross. This is, however, rather incidental to the

patripassionist’s position and is not their primary interest. The patripassionists are most

concemed with maintaining the unity of the Godhead; their main fear was that of

tritheism %

83Tertullian, Against Praxeas,p. 597.

84This point is well illustrated in several sources: Marcel Sarot, “Patripassionism,
Theopaschitism and the Suffering of God: Some Historical and Systematic
Considerations,” Religious Studies 26 (September 1990): 370, 372; Francios Varillon, The
Humility and Suffering of God, trans. Nelly Marans (New York: Alba House, 1983), 147;
T. Vincent Tymms, The Christian Idea of Atonement (New York: The Macmillan
Company, 1904), 311; David R. Mason, “Some Abstract, Yet Crucial, Thoughts about
Suffering,” Dialog 16 (Spring 1977): 93; Jung Young Lee, God Suffers for Us: A
Systematic Inquiry into a Concept of Divine Passibility (The Hague, Netherlands:
Martinus Nijhoff, 1974), 36-37; and Peter R. Forster, “Divine Passibility and the Early
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Marcel Sarot explains that the “patripassionists were accused of teaching that “Pater

passus est,” the Father Himself suffered on the cross.” However, “it is not clear if the
formula ‘Pater passus est” has ever been used by a patripassian, and if se, by whom.”®> In

fact, Sarot believes that the Patripassians would agree with their opponents that the divine

nature, in itself, is impassible. He sees this to be implied in Praxeas’ attempt to make a
distinction between God the Father as a sufferer and God the Father as a fellow-sufferer 3

Tertullian rejected this distinction as was explained above, but Sarot’s understanding of this
distinction is not necessarity nullified by Tertullian’s argument. But then again, there are
also passages in Against Praxeas which would imply that Praxeas thought that God the
Father was capable of suffering such as the one cited above which claims that the “Father
suffers,” and the following: “In the course of time, then, the Father forsooth was bom, and

the Father suffered,--God Himself, the Lord Almighty, whom in their preaching they declare

to be Jesus Christ."%’

Whether or not Praxeas believed that God was passible, Tertullian’s rebukes of the
heretic deal almost exclusively with Praxeas’ modalistic views and not with the contention
that God the Father suffers. The following quote from Termllian provides one example of
this in which Tertullian also exposes some of his own subordinationist tendencies:

Now, observe, my assertion is that the Father is one, and the Son one, and the Spirit
one, and that They are distinct from Each Other. This statement is taken in a wrong

sense by every uneducated as well as every perversely disposed person, as if it
predicated a diversity, in such a sense as to imply a separation among the Father, and

Christian Doctrine of God,” in The Power and the Weakness of God, ed. N. Cameron
(Edingburgh: Rutherford House Books, 1990), 49-50.

85Sarot, “Patripassianism,” 369-70.
86Sarot, “Patripassianism,” 369-70.

87Tertullian, Against Praxeas, 598.
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the Son, and the Spirit. I am, moreover, obliged to say this, when (extolling the
Monarchy at the expense of the Economy) they contend for the identity of the
Father and Son and Spirit, that it is not by way of diversity that the Son differs from
the Father, but by distribution: it is not by diviston that He is different, but by
distinction; because the Father is not the same as the Son, since they differ one from
the other in the mode of their being. For the Father is the entire substance, but the
Son is a derivation and portion of the whole, as he Himself acknowledges: “My
Father is greater than 1.7°38
In this argument, Tertullian is being careful to make divisions between the person of the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. In doing this, he goes further than the Nicene Creed
will by making “divisions™ between the three persons in God rather than the somewhat
more delicate concept of “distinctions” that are made in the Nicene symbol of one
substance and three hypostases. But, he is making the point that we cannot extol the
Monarchy of God at the expense of the Economy of God. He is exhorting Praxeas to
realize that God must be understood as a unity of three persons rather than one God who
merely changes in mode or appearance in different circumstances. Thus, the Patripassianist
controversy is best understood as a trinitarian controversy concerning the heresy of
modalism or Sabellianism rather than as a controversy over the passibility of God.

This can also be seen in the work of Hippolytus against Noetus. It is a brief treatise

in which he delineates the heresy of Noetus early on: “He alleged that Christ was the
Father Himself, and that the Father Himself was bom, and suffered, and died.”®® We

observe Hippolytus refuting Noetus as a heretic who does not understand the trinitarian
relationships rather than as one who is promoting the suffering of God:
See, brethren, what a rash and andacious dogma they have introduced, when they say

without shame, the Father is Himself Christ, Himself the Son, Himself was bom,
Himself suffered, Himself raised Himself. But it is not so. The Scriptures speak

88Tertullian, Against Praxeas, 603-04.

8SHippolytus, Against the Heresy of One Noetus, 1, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed.
Rev. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, in Fathers of the Third Century:
Hippolytus, Cyprian, Caius, Novatian, Appendix, vol. 5 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1951),
223.
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what is right; but Noetus is of a different mind from them. Yet, though Noetus does
not understand the truth, the Scriptures are not at once to be repudiated. For who
will not say that there is one God? Yet he will not on that account deny the econormy
(i.e., the number and disposition of persons in the Trinity).%0

Hippolytus himself could be understood to someone who believes that God is
passible, at least in the circumstances of the incarnation. His description of the way that
God takes on human attributes in the incarnation impiies that God is “in agony” during the
time of the incarnation:
Thus then, too, though demonstrated as God, He does not refuse the conditions
proper to Him as man, since He hungers and toils and thirsts in weariness, and flees
in fear, and prays in trouble. And He who as God has a sleepless nature, shambers
on a pillow. And He who for this end came into the world, begs off from the cup of
suffering. And in agony He sweats, Himself strengthens those who believe on Him,
and taught men to despise death by His word 91

Hence it should be clear that the main point of contention is not that of passibility or

impassibility, but it is how the Trinity is to be understood.

Finally, it was the “Tome of Damascus” which emerged from the Council of Rome
in 382 AD that condemned “patripassianism” as such by making a distinction between the
two separate entities of “God Himself” and “the flesh and the soul, which Christ, the Son
of God, had taken to Himself”:

If anyone says that in the passion of the cross it is God Himself who felt the pain
and not the flesh and the soul which Christ, the Son of God, had taken to Himself--
the form of servant which he had accepted as Scripture says (cf. Phil. 2:7)--he 1s
mistaken 92

The main distinction that is being made here is that God Himself (the Father) is not the one

who is going through the pain of the crucifixion. The one who is crucified and feeling pain

90Hippolytus, Against the Heresy of One Noetus, 3.
S1Hippolytus, Against the Heresy of One Noetus, 18.

92As quoted in Alan Torrance, “Does God Suffer?” in Christ in Our Place,ed. T.
Hart and D. Thimell, Princeton Theological Monograph Series, 25 (Allison Park,
Pennsylvania: Pickwick Publications, 1989), 347.
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is the flesh and soul that the Son of God has taken on. It is possible that one may infer
from this resolution that God is impassible, but it is not explicit, nor was it intended to be.
The passibility of God is not the main issue in this controversy; the nature of the Trinity and
how that relates to the incarnation is the crux of the matter. Thus, the present day question
of the impassibility of God is different from this ancient controversy by virtue of the fact
that the distinction between the Persons of the Trinity is not part of the present debate.

Instead, the question is whether or not God is realty capable of suffering in some sense.

Origen (ca. 185-ca. 253)

Origen gives us perhaps the strongest assertion of the passibility of God that we have
in ancient literature if it can be taken at face value; however, he also affrms the opposite. In
his sermons on Ezekiel, he states

He came down to earth in pity for human kind, he endured our passions and
sufferings before he suffered the cross, and he deigned to assume our flesh. For if
he had not suffered we would not have entered into full participation in human life.
He first suffered, then he came down and was manifested. What is that passion
which he suffered for us? It is the passion of love. The Father himself and the God
of the whole universe is “longsuffering, full of mercy and pity.” Must he not then,
in some sense, be exposed to suffering? So you must realize that in his dealing with
men he suffers human passions. “For the Lord thy God bare thy ways, even as a
man bears his own son.” Thus God bears our ways, just as the son of God bears
our “passions.” The Father himself is not impassible. If he is besought he shows
pity and compassion; he feels, in some sort, the passion of love, and is exposed to
what he cannot be exposed to in respect of his greatness, and for us men he endures

the passions of mankind .93
This passage gives one the impression of a God who is clearly passible before, during, and
after the incarnation because he loves sinners and has pity on them.
However, it is not clear that we may take Origen’s words literally. He tempers them
in a different sermon on Numbers 23. After making the assertion that “men’s sins afflict

with grief even God himself,” and adding several examples, he qualifies it with the

93Qrigen, Homilies on Ezekiel, 6:6, as quoted in Henry Bettenson, The Early
Christian Fathers (London: Oxford University Press, 1936),256-57.
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following retainer:
Now all these passages where God is said to lament, or rejoice, or hate, or be glad,
are to be understood as spoken by Scripture in metaphorical and human fashion.
For the divine nature is remote from all affection of passion and change, remaining
ever unmoved and untroubled in its own summit of bliss 54
Again in De Principiis, Origen makes a similar statement while he is attempting to
demonstrate to Marcion-type dualists that the God of the Old Testament and New
Testament are the same. He explains that the wrath or repentance of God must be
understood figuratively:
When we read either in the Old Testament or in the New of the anger of God, we do
not take such expressions literally, but seek in them a spiritual meaning, that we may
think of God as He deserves to be thought of 95

Also in his work, Against Celsus, Origen describes the wrath of God as no indication of

“passion” on His part, “but something which is assumed in order to discipline by stern
means those sinners who have committed many and grievous sins.”S Thus, Origen makes

a case for the genuine passibility of God, but also wants to say that the references to God in
Scripture that attribute emotions such as wrath, sadness, rejoicing, or gladness mmst be
understood figuratively or metaphorically. It is also certainly possible that one is to
understand the Ezekiel 6:6 passage as an accommodation to our human understanding;
however, the langnage in that text does not easily lead one tﬁ believe that Origen is speaking

allegorically there.

940rigen, Homilies on Numbers, 23:2, as quoted in Henry Bettenson, The Early
Christian Fathers, 257-58.

950rigen, De Principiis, II, 4.iv, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers,ed. Rev. Alexander
Roberts and James Donaldson, in Fathers of the Third Century, vol. 4 (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1956), 277-78.

9%0rigen, Against Celsus, IV, 72 in ANF , vol. 4.



8%

Gregory Thaurnaturgus (ca. 213-ca. 260)

One of Origen’s students, Gregory Thaumaturgus (ca. 213 - 260 AD), writes the
first systematic treatment of the subject of the passibility of God in a treatise entitled, Ad
Theopompum. In this work, Gregory states that God remains impassible even in healing
the wicked thoughts of humanity by taking the sin of the world upon himself.

Suffering, then is truly suffering when God plans anything useless and of no
advantage to Himself, But when the divine will is aroused with a view to the healing
of the wicked thoughts of men, then we do not think of suffering as involved for
God in the fact that of His supreme humility and kindness He becomes the servant
of men. ...In God those are not to be accounted as sufferings which of His own
will were bom by Him for the common good of the human race, with no resistance
from His most blessed and impassible nature. For in His suffering He shows His
impassibility. For he who suffers suffers, when the violence of suffering brings
pressure to bear on him who suffers contrary to his will. But of him who while his
nature remains impassible, is of his own will immersed in sufferings that he may
overcome them, we do not say that he becomes subject to suffering, even though, of
his own will, he has shared in sufferings.#?
Gregory explains that God could only experience suffering if He were to have negative
feelings or pain contrary to His own will, but that which God experiences according to His
own will cannot be classified as suffering because He does not become subject to the
suffering. Gregory makes a distinction here that has become more comimon in recent
theology concerning the passibility of God. He states that if God chooses to suffer, then he
is not subject to the suffering that he has chosen to bear. In choosing to suffer, God
exercises freedom in suffering, and God takes on suffering to overcome it. Thus, God’s
suffering has a redemptive quality.

In fact, God conquers suffering by means of his impassibility. Just as God is the
“death of death,” He is also the “cause of suffering to suffering.”

For He who cannot suffer became the (cause of) suffering to the sufferings, by
bringing suffering upon them through His suffering, and showing His freedom

from suffering in His suffering. . .. When therefore we say that sufferings were
overcome through his working, from the fact that He the Impassible became a sharer

97Gregory Thaumaturgus, Ad Theopompum, as quoted in J K. Mozley, The
Impassibility of God, 66-67.
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in them, what else are we saying than that He was the cause of suffering to
sufferings?98

The relation of God to suffering is thus described as a relation not of subjection but of
triumph el

In Gregory’s discussion of impassibility it seems that the concept of impassibility is
intermingled with that of immutability as I have defined the two terms above.
“Impassibility,” in this context, does not simply mean that which has to do with the
capacity for suffering or passions, but there is a sense of changelessness that is being
preserved in the notion of impassibility. Gregory gives the example of fire that remains the
same and is not cut apart by a sword, even “though body passes throngh body” in order to
illustrate that God is not changed by the suffering he experiences. So it is not the capacity
for suffering which is denied, but the claim that suffering is able to affect God’s nature in
some way. There is also the significant point that by choosing to undergo suffering rather
than having it thrust on him by any external factors, God avoids suffering--according to

Gregory’s definition.

Lactantius (ca. 240-ca. 320)

Gregory's fine distinctions are of no matter for both Novatian*® (d. 258) and
Arnobius'®! (d. ca. 330), who argue in a very Hellenistic vein that emotions necessarily

entail corruptibility. Thus, God cannot have emotions or be passible because this 1s

98Gregory Thaumaturgus, Ad Theopompum, as quoted in ] K. Mozley, The
Impassibility of God, 66-67.

9 K. Mozley, The Impassibility of God, 67.
100Novatian, De Trinitate, 4.

101 Arnobius, Adversis nationes, I, 18.
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equivalent to change and change will inevitably lead to corruptibility and death. Lactantius, a
pupil of Amobius, argues that just the opposite is true. Hallman summarizes Lactantius’
thought as follows:

Corruptibility belongs to the unfeeling being. To be absolutely at rest (guiefis) is to

be dead. God is eternally alive and never at rest in His divine governance.

Therefore he is not corrupted precisely because he has emotions.102

Lactantius’ description of God in his Epitome of the Divine Institutes, does not

appear to be much different from one his teacher might have written :

There is then one God, perfect, eternal, incorruptible (incorruptibilis), passionless

(impassibilis), subject to no circumstance or power (rulli rei potestative subjectus),

possessing all things, ruling all things, one whom the mind of man cannot assess

nor mortal tongue describe 103
However, it is obvious from his writings that Lactantius does not understand “impassibilis”
to be exclusive of emotions; hence, it is better understood as it is translated above,
“passionless.” God is not ruled by passions, but he is capable of having emotions. God is
also engaged in constant movement and activity. The concept that dictates Lactantius’

theology is the providence of God, and it is from this vantage point that he argues against

the notion of artaBzLa that was embraced by his teacher, Amobius. He writes:

Everlasting rest, therefore, belongs to death alone. But if death does not touch God,
then God is never at rest. And when can the activity of God be, therefore, except the
administration of the world?104

Lactantius’ treatise, The Wrath of God, is devoted to showing that “loving good

comes from the hatred of evil, and hatred of evil comes from loving good. The two cannot

102Hallman, “The Mutability of God: Tertullian to Lactantius,” 391.

103Lactantius, The Epitome of the Divine Institutes, 3. This translation comes from
E. H. Blakeney (London: S.P.CK., 1850), 63.

104Lactantius, The Wrath of God, 17, in Lactantius: The Minor Works, Sister
Mary Francis McDonald, trans., in Roy Joseph Deferrari et al., The Fathers of the Church
{Washington D.C.. The Catholic University of America Press, 1965), 99.
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be separated.”1% He argues in the following manner:

For if God is not angry with the impious and the unjust, then, to be sure, neither

- does He love the pious and the just. ... For,in opposite things, it 18 necessary
either to be moved toward each side or toward neither. Thus he who loves the good
also hates the evil, and he who does not hate the evil does not love the good, because,
on one hand, to love the good comes from hatred of evil, and to hate the evil rises
from love of the good. There is no one who loves life without hatred of death, and
no one seeks light but he who flees darkness; for those things are so connected by
nature that one cannot exist without the other.106

In this way, Lactantius shows that it is not proper to think of God in the mode of the Greek
ideal of perfection--as immobile or as irpassible in the sense of not being able to
experience emotion. Hallman rightly observes:
The Christian understanding of providence and divine personhood cannot be
rendered in a consistent and meaningfully religious way if one adheres strictly to the
Middle Platonist or Epicurean conception of God’s transcendent imrnutability.
Lactantiug saw this quite clearty, as did Tertullian.107
Thus, Lactantius” works acted as corrective measures for the Church by moving the

perception of God from one in which the Greek philosophical aspects of deity were being

emphasized and into one moderated by scriptural material.

1C -Ni¢ a
The Nicene and Post-Nicene Eras are the most doctrinally important periods in the
history of the Christian Faith. The foundations of trintarian and christological thought were
being hamumered out in great debates at widely attended councils and were codified for the
entire Christian world, The resultant decistons of God being three persons in one

substance, and of Jesus Christ being one person in two natures were not gained without

1058ister Mary Francis McDonald, trans., Lactantius, The Minor Works, in Roy
Joseph Deferrari et al., The Fathers of the Church (Washington D.C.: The Catholic
University of America Press, 1965}, 59.

106 actantius, The Wrath of Ged, 5.

107Haliman, “The Mutability of God: Tertullian to Lactantivs,” 392.
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some contemplation about the subject of the passibility of God. The issue of whether God
the Father is able to suffer in the crucifixion of the Son was raised by the Arians in the
Trinitarian Controversy and the issue of how it was possible for Jesus Christ, the God-man,
to suffer and die was a seminal one in the Christological controversy. Consequently, the
same great theologians who formulated the orthodoxy of the Christian faith had to wrestle

with the issue of the passibility of God.

Athanasius (ca. 296-373)

Athanasius, a prominent defender of what came to be known as orthodox trinitarian
theology, attempts to describe the relationship between the impassibility of God and the
suffering of Christ by first defining the term “impassibility” in terms of “passions,”
rather than emotions generally and then by drawing a distinct line between the divine and
human natures in Christ. One may discern his understanding of impassibility from the
following passage:

Let 1o one then stumble at what belongs to man, but rather let 2 man know that in
nature the Word Himself is impassible, and yet because of that flesh which He put
on, these things are ascribed to Him, since they are proper to the flesh, and the body
itself is proper to the Saviour. And which He Himself, being impassible in nature,
remains as He is, not harmed by these affections, but rather obliterating and

destroying them, men, their passions as if changed and abolished in the Impassible,
henceforth become themselves also impassible and free from them for ever.108

Athanasius is saying that Christ has affections that belong to a man but is not harmed by
them--rather he obliterates them. He claims that men may also become impassible in the
same sense if their passions are abolished in the impassible. Thus, passions are at the heart

of what Athanasius understands impassibility to be about. Hence, we may surmzise that

Athanasius’ understanding of impassibility is not so concemed with the capacity for

108 Athanasius, Discourse III Against the Arians, XXV1, 34, in Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, Si.
Athanasius: Select Works and Letters, vol. 4 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 412.
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suffering or emotion as it is with the capacity to sin or resist sin. He will readily admit that
God suffered in the flesh, but he maintains the impassibility of God by virtue of the fact that
God does not participate in the passions of fallen human beings. It also seems evident that
he is very optimistic about the potential for human beings to become impassible in this same
sense. He believes that human nature, not only in Christ but also in fallen human beings,
may become impassible if one is able to abolish all passions from his or her life through
Christ.

Yet, even with such a high view of the potential of human nature to become
impassible, he feels compelled to make sharp distinctions in the life of Christ between those
acts and feelings which should be attributed to his humanity and those that should be
attributed to his deity. Christ acted, hungered, thirsted, and suffered by means of his human
nature within the confines of his fleshly body, but the miracles he performed while he
inhabited his human body were through his divine nature. He gives several examples in the
following passages:

He became man, and ‘bodily,” as the Apostle says, the Godhead dwelt in the flesh;
as much as to say, “Being God, He had His own body, and using this as an
instrument, He became man for our sakes.” And on account of this, the properties
of the flesh are said to be His, since He was in it, such as to hunger, to thirst, to
suffer, to weary, and the like, of which the flesh is capable; while on the other hand
the works proper to the Word Himself, such as to raise the dead, to restore sight to
the blind, and to cure the woman with an issue of blood, He did through His own
body. And the Word bore the infirmities of the flesh, as His own, for His was the
flesh; and the flesh ministered to the works of the Godhead, because the Godhead
was in it, for the body was God’s. And well has the Prophet said “carried;” and
has not said “He remedied our infirmities,” lest, as being external to the body, and
only healing it, as He has always done, He should leave men subject still to death;
but He carries our infirmities, and He Himself bears our sins, that it might be shewn
that He has become man for us, and that the body which in Him bore them, was His

own body.109

Whence it was that, when the flesh suffered, the Word was not external to it; and
therefore is the passion said to be His: and when He did divinely His Father’s
wards, the flesh was not external to Him, but in the body itself did the Lord do them.
... And thus when there was need to raise Peter’s wife’s mother, who was sick of a

109 Athanasins, Discourse Against the Arians HI, 31.
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fever, He stretched forth His hand humaniy, but He stopped the illness divinely.
And in the case of the man blind from the birth, human was the spittle which He
gave forth from the flesh, but divinely did He open the eyes through the clay. And
1n the case of Lazarus, He gave forth a human voice, as man; but divinely, as God,
did He raise Lazarus from the dead.110

It is very clear to Athanasius that the different acts that Christ performed while he was on
this earth can be attributed to either the human or divine nature of Christ. These distinctions
are also made by Athanasius in regard to the suffering of Christ on the cross in such a way

that the humanity of Christ is not a body in appearance only but in truth with all the

affections that are proper to a human body:''!

If then the body had been another’s, to him too had been the affections attributed,
but if the flesh is the Word’s (for “the Word became flesh”), of necessity then the
affections also of the flesh are ascribed to Him, whose the flesh is. And to whom
the affections are ascribed, such namely as to be condernned, o be scourged, to
thirst, and the cross, and death, and the other infirmities of the body, of Him too is
the triumph and the grace. For this cause then, consistently and fittingly such
affections are ascribed not to another, but to the Lord; that the grace also may be
from Him, and that we may become, not worshippers of any other, but truly devout
towards God, because we invoke no originate thing, no ordinary man, but the natural
and true Son from God, who has become man, yet is not the less Lord and God and
Saviour.112

In this way, Athanasius atterpts to maintain the impassibility of God while portraying how
it 1s that he could take on flesh and die on a cross. The bodily affections are correctly
ascribed to the Lord because what is not assumed by the Lord cannot be saved, but these
affections must be understood as not disturbing the divine nature of Christ. It is Christ who

truly suffers, but he received “no hurt Himself by ‘bearing our sins in His body on the

tree.”!1% The Son of God has truly become man, and ernotions and affections are rightly

110 Athanasius, Discourse Against the Arians 1, 32.
111 Athanasius, Discourse Against the Arians I, 32.
112 Athanasius, Discourse Against the Arians IIT, 32.

113 Athanasius, Discourse Against the Arians 11T, 31.
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ascribed to him, but he is not less than God and Savior. Athanasius wants to assign human

emotions and affections to Christ, but wants to protect the divinity of Christ from suffering.

Hilary of Poitiers {ca. 315-367)

Hilary of Poitiers takes a similar position to that of Athanasius in regard to the
suffering of Christ. In his work, On the Trinity, he explains the singular nature of the body
that belonged io Jesus.

So the Man Jesus Christ, Only-begotten God, as flesh and as Word at the same time
Son of Man and Son of God, without ceasing to be Himself, that 1s, God, took true
humanity after the Ilikenss of our humanity. But when, in this humanity, He was
struck with blows, or smitten with wounds, or bound with ropes, or lifted on high,
He felt the force of suffering, but without its pain. . ..So ovr Lord Jesus Christ
suffered blows, hanging, crucifixion and death: but the suffering which attacked the
body of the Lord, without ceasing to be suffering, had not the natural effect of
suffering. It exercised its function of punishment with all its violence; but the body
of Christ by its virtue suffered the violence of punishment, without its
consciousness.114

Hilary states that God had a body that actually suffered, but his nature prevented him from
feeling pain.!'> He also explains the fact that Jesus’manifestation of weeping, and his

taking food and drink were not necessary for him, but it was a concession to our own
habits:

His weeping was not for Himself; His thirst needed no water to quench it; His
hunger no food to stay it. It is never said that the Lord ate or drank or wept when
He was hungry, or thirsty, or sorrowful. He conformed to the habits of the body to
prove the reality of His own body, to satisfy the custom of human bodies by doing
as our nature does.116

Hilary echoes much of what Clement of Alexandria had stated in regard to the necessity of

14Hilary of Poitiers, On the Trinity, X, 23, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ed.
Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, St. Hilary of Poitiers Select Works, vol. 9 (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1955}, 87-88.

115Hilary of Poitiers, On the Trinity, X, 23.

116Hilary of Poitiers, On the Trinity, X, 24,
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nourishment for the body of Christ. He also argues from an a priori position that because
Jesus was able to heal infirmities that he would not be able to feel pain.’ 17 He states that the

divinity of Christ is able to feel the force of suffering without feeling the pain of it. Hilary's

line of thinking leans very far toward docetism.

Gregory of Nazianzus (329-389)

Gregory of Nazianzus, one of the three Cappadocian Fathers (Gregory of Nyssa and
Basil the Great being the other two), makes a clear distinction between the divine and human
natures of Christ, asserting that the flesh is capable of suffering, but that the spirit or soul of
Christ is not capable of receiving any harm. He affirms this doctrine in response to the
Arian threat. The Arians had no problem saying that Christ was capable of suffering in his
divine natre becanse, for them, he was the Son of God, preexistent but not etemal, who had

taken flesh to himself and was thus not essentially divine. And if he was not essentialty

118

divine, then he was not essentially impassible either.””" In a letter to Cledonius, Gregory

Writes:

For we do not sever the Man from the Godhead, but we lay down as a dogma the
Unity and Identity of Person, Who of 0ld was not Man but God, and the Only Son
before all ages, unmingled with body or anything corporeal; but Who in these last
days has assumed Manhood also for our salvation; passible in His Flesh, impassible
in His Godhead; circumscript in the body, uncircumscript in the Spirit; at once
earthly and heavenly, tangible and intangible, comprehensible and incomprehensible;
that by One and the Same Person, Who was perfect Man and also God the entire
humanity fallen through sin might be created anew 112

Gregory uses the term “unmingled” in his description of the human and divine natures of

117 K. Mozley, The Impassibility of God, 103.
118] K. Mozley, The Impassibility of God, 87.

119Gregory Nazianzus, Letters of Saint Gregory Nazianzen, Ep. CL.,in Nicene and
Post-Nicene Fathers, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, Cyril of Jerusalem and Gregory
of Nazianzen: Orations, Letters, Sermons, vol. 7 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955}, 439.
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Christ that would later be approved by the Chmrch in the Chalcedonian Creed of 451AD.
He wants to presume the impassibility of the divine nature, but he emphasized the unity of
the two natures of Christ in the one person. He gives us one of the first explanations as to
why it is that the human nature may be capable of suffering while the divine nature is not
when he asserts that the two natures must be unmingled or unmixed in the incarnation of

Christ.

Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335-ca. 395)

Gregory of Nyssa, a second Cappadocian Father, also makes the delineation between
the humanity and deity of Christ. He recognizes that one cannot attribute the salvation of
humanity to a mere man, but neither can one admit that the Divine Nature is corruptible,
capable of suffering and mortality. However, it is clear that the Scriptures describe the

Word as being God in the beginning and also as one who took on flesh and came (o earth
to dwell with human beings.!*® To deal with this dilemma, Gregory makes distinctions very

similar to those made by Athanasius. He states that

the teaching of the Gospel concerning our Lord is mingled, parily of lofty and
Divine ideas, partly of those which are lowly and human, we assign every particular
phrase accordingly to one or other of these Nafures which we conceive in the
mystery, that which is human to the Humanity, that which is lofty to the Godhead,
and say that, as God, the Son is certainly impassible and incapable of corruption:
and whatever suffering is asserted concerning Him in the Gospel, He assuredly
wrought by means of His Human Nature which admitted of such suffering. For
verily the Godhead works the salvation of the world by means of that body which
encompassed It, in such wise that the suffering was of the body, but the operation
was of God.121

Thus, it is the body which is crucified through weakness, dies unto sin, and is made sin for

us, while the Divine Nature is that in Christ which lives by power, that which lives unto God,

120Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, VI, 1.

121Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, V1, 1.
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and that which does not admit the suffering of death.'?
Gregory explains that the Human nature is glorified by the Son'’s assumption of it
and the Divine is not polluted by its condescension,'> but there is a commixture of the

human and divine elements that results in the God-man who is Jesus Christ.
He Who knew not sin becomes sin, that He may take away the sin of the World, so
on the other hand the flesh which received the Lord becomes Christ and Lord, being
transformed by the commixture tuto that which it was not by nature: whereby we
learn that neither would God have been manifested in the flesh, had not the Word
been made flesh, nor would the human flesh that compassed Him about have been
transformed to what is Divine, had not that which was apparent to the senses become
Christ and Lord.i24

Thus, for Gregory, the Divine Namre cannot suffer, but the human nature of Christ can
suffer. Again there is a protection of the divine nature against corrupticn or suffering, but
also a sense in which the flesh and divine nature cannot be separated. The body of Christ is

flesh that is transformed by the the Divine Nature.

Augustine of Hippo (354-430)
Augustine deals with the impassibility of Ged on the level of the divine nature rather

than relating it primarily to the suffering of Christ on the cross. He wants to affirm both

dn125

that “no one can hurt the nature of Go and that it is possible to ascribe certain ethical

attitudes and outgoings of will to God which are properly describable as anger, repentance,

122Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, VI, 1.
123Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, V1, 2.
124Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, V1, 4.

125Angustine, Concerning the Nature of the Good, Against the Manichees, 1,40, in
The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, Writings in
Connection with the Manichaean Controversy, vol. 4, trans. Richard Stothert and Albert H.
Newman {Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956), 359.
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pity, and so on.'?® Augustine always begins with the assumption that God is impassible

and moves from this presupposition to statements about the emotional capacities of God.

For Augustine, the concept of passibility does not mainly concern the capacity to

have emotions, but it has to do with “a commotion of the mind contrary to reason 127

Hence, Augustine concludes that passibility and a state of blessedness are contrary io one
another. He argues much in the same line as Tertullian had that the emotions of God cannot
be understood in the same way that human emotions are understood. He explains this in
his treatise, On Patience, as follows:

So, although in God there can be no suffering, and “patience” hath its name a
patiendo, from suffering, yet a patient God we not only faithfully believe, but also
wholesomely confess. But the patience of God, of what kind and how great it is,
His, whom we say to be impassible, yet not impatient, nay even most patient, in
words to unfold this who can be able? Ineffable is therefore that patience, as is His
jealousy, as His wrath, and whatever there is like to these. For if we conceive of
these as they be in us, in Him are there none. We, namely, can feel none of these
without molestation: but be it far from us to surmise that the impassible nature of
God is liable to any molestation. But like as He is jealons without any darkening of
spirit, wroth without any perturbation, pitiful without any pain, repenteth Him
without any wrongness in Him to be set right; so is He patient without aught of
passion.128

Thus, Augustine leaves us with the understanding that God is not able to suffer, but that he
is able to have emotions like jealousy, pity, and wrath. However, God experiences these
emotions without any kind of perturbation or molestation of his being. Emotions are
ascribed to God metaphorically. Emotions are not able to control God; God is not swayed

or changed by emotion, but only by His own perfect plan.

126] K. Mozley, The Impassibility of God, 109.

127 Augustine, The City of God, VIII, 17, in The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers,
ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, St. Augustine’s City of God and Christian Doctrine,
vol. 2, trans, Marcus Dods (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956), 156.

128Augustine, On Patience, 1, in The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ed. Philip
Schaff and Henry Wace, St. Augustine: On the Holy Trinity, Doctrinal Treatises, Moral
Treatises, vol. 3, trans. H. Brown (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956), 527.
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In regard to repentance, Augustine explains that God does not suffer the pain of
repentance as mman beings do. Itis called repentance in the Bible, but it is not quite the
same as that of a human. Humans repent because they have erred, when God repents he
frees or avenges. Augustine states:

When therefore He changeth His works through His immutable counsel, He is said
to repent on account of this very change, not of His counsel, but of His work. But
He promised this so as not to change it.12%
So then, God is able to repent without regret or remorse. Repentance does not change
God’s plan, but his works are changed. Humans repent to change themselves, God repents
to change the lives of human beings. For Augustine, God is able to have emotions and
repent, but he is not passible in the sense that passions are able to influence the person of
(God to be overwhelmed or to act out of emotion rather than out of his plan. Augustine does

not pretend that we are able to grasp how it is that God experiences emotions; that, he says,

is ineffable. We are left with the assurance from Augustine that God does have them, but

that they are different from our experience. He tells us that all that Ged 1s, he 1s as God!*®

and leaves it at that. He allows emotions to be ascribed to God that the Greek conception of
God would not allow but he denies that they have any real feeling is appropriate to the divine
immutable essence.

The feelings of God that are portrayed in the Bible are problematic for Augustine.
Hallman suggests that Augustine can see the limitations of Platonism when he is discussing

the incamation. “Augustine has grasped precisely that the core of Christian faith is an

129 Augustine, On the Psalms, CXXXII, 11, in The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers,
ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, Expositions on the Book of Psalms By Saint Augustine,
vol. 8, A. Cleveland Coxe, ed., trans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956), 619.

130 Angustine, Cont. adv. leg. et prophet., 1,40, as quoted in J K. Mozley, The
Impassibility of God, 107.
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acceptance of the divine kenosis in Jesus of Nazareth.”1*! He plainly sees that the God of

Platonism is only partially identified with the God the Christian faith, but in regard to the

emotions of God, he is completely content to side with a philosophical interpretation of
God’s affections.!>” Thus, if he had realized the limitations of Platonism in regard to

emotions, he may have been more comfortable assigning them to God.

Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444)

Cyril gives us a more Christologically centered view of passibility again. His letier

on the Creed of the Fathers at Nicea explains that the impassible Son suffers.!®

Accordingly, following in the footsteps of the confession of the Fathers without
deviation we say that the very Word of God the Father, begotten as the only
begotten Son, was incarnate, and was made man, suffered, died, and rose from the
dead on the third day. The Word of God is impassible confessedly as far as
pertaing to his own nature as the Word of God. No one is so thunderstruck as to
think that the nature which is over all things is able to be receptive of suffering. But
because he became man by having made his own the flesh from the Holy Virgin, for
this reason we stoutly maintain, following the plans of the Incarnation that he who is
God was beyond suffering, suffered in his own flesh as a2 human being. If he
became man, being God, in no way did he cease being God. If he became creation,
he also remained above creation.134

It is clear that Cyril is making a distinction between the human and divine natures of Christ
to deal with the passibility problem. God, who is beyond suffering, suffered in his own
flesh. He suffers in the flesh that he takes on through the incamation, but his divine nature

is not receptive to suffering. In this way, the Son suffers :mpassibly.

151Hallman, The Descent of God, 107.
132Halllman, The Desent of God, 108.

133Cyril of Alexandria, Letters, 64.3,in St. Cyril of Alexandria, Letters 51-110,
trans. John I. McEnerney, in Thomas P. Halton et. al., ed., The Fathers of the Church
(Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press), 33.

134Cyril of Alexandra, Letters, 55 .33,
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The Theopaschite Com:roversy (Sixth Century)

The term “theopaschitism™ is frequently misunderstood in medern theology. Itis
often confused with the heretical doctrine of monophysitism, that is, that God simpliciter or
God in his divine nature suffered. It is believed to have been condemned, which is trae--

theopaschitism was condemned several times, but it was ultimately accepted as

n:arthvcado:{y.135 Theopaschitism “should be used only to denote the theological position

according to which the incarnate Logos suffered 1%

The Theopaschite Controversy formally begins in the court in Constantinople in 518
AD when a Scythian Monk named John .Maxcntius proposed a solution to a controversy
that the monks were having with Paternus, bishop of Tomi. This solution included what
came to be known as the theopaschite formula: “one of the Trinity was crucified. . 7.
This formula was immediately denounced in the Constantinopolitan court. In 519 AD, John

Maxentius and other monks went to Rome to plead their case, but they were unsuccessful
there also and were expelled after a fourteen month stay."*” A similar formula had been
used by Peter Fuller in Antioch as early as 470 AD, and this same formula was later

introduced into the Trisagion'® at Constantinople in 511 by the Monophysites, but it was

1358arot, “Patripassianism,” 373-74.
136Sarot, “Patripassianism,” 375.

137Patrick T. R. Gray, The Defense of Chalcedon in the East (451-533), vol. XX ,in
Heiko A. Oberman et. al. ed., Studies In the History of Christian Thought (Leiden: E. J.
Bnill, 1979), 48-49.

138The doxological chant “Holy God, holy and mighty, holy and immortal, have
mercy upon us,” was introduced into the Greek liturgy by Proclus of Constantinople (d.
446), and it made its way eventnally into the Roman liturgy for Good Friday. Joseph F.
Kelly, The Concise Dictionary of Early Christianity (Collegeville, Minnesota: The
Liturgical Press, 1992), 177.
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not well received in either case and was rejected and ultimately not allowed to be
incorporated into the Trisagion.

However, there was a crucial difference between the earlier attempts of Peter Fuller
and the Monophysites and that of John Maxentius to use the theopaschite formula. The
earlier usages of this formula were anti-Chalcedonian while Maxentius and his friends
wanted to use the formula in defense of Chalcedon. In the view of Maxentius and the

Scythian Monks, “Chalcedon had been wrongly defended, wrongly expounded, so that it
did not clearly stand against Nestorianism.”'* They thought that their use of the

theopaschite formula would help expound the Chalcedonian Creed in a more anti-Nestorian
way and bring out its teaching about the unity of the person of Christ.

In 533, Justinian declared that the formula proposed by the Scythian Monks was a
necessary part of the the Chalcedonian and orthodox faith. Violent opposition was
immediately posed by the Acoimetae, a group of monks who defended the Chalcedonian
Creed against Monophysitism, but Justinian knew that he could count on support from
Pope John IT in Rome. He got this support in the form of a letter that recognized
Justinian’s orthodoxy and condemned the Acoimetae for their Nestorianism.

This controversy was finally settled in 553 at the Council of Constantinople where
the theopaschite formula was accepted. In accepting this formula, the Church was accepting

the “idea that Christ, who is truly God, has been crucified “in the flesh.”” However, this
was not equivalent to claiming that Christ in his divine nature was passible.!*® In this

council, the statements of Cyril and many others are codified as orthodox Christian belief:

Christ suffered in his human nature, but he remained impassible in his divine nature.

139Gray, The Defense of Chalcedor in the East, 49.

140Marc Steen, “The Theme of the ‘Suffering’ God,” in Jan Lambrecht and
Raymond F. Collins, ed., God and Human Suffering (Louvain, Belginm: Peeters Press,
1990), 70.
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Sarot points out that the theopaschite formula is both a christological and a

theological formula.
It does not say that God simpliciter “passus est” or that the Divinity “passus est”;
the formula is about the incarnate Second Person of the Trinity, who suffered
“carne” or “secundum carnem.” The formula aliows us to say that the human
nature of Jesus suffered, that the Second Person of the Trinity suffered, that the
Logos incamate suffered, but not that the divine nature of Jesus suffered.141
The theopaschite formula then allows one to assert that the flesh of the Logos tncarnate is
able to suffer, but the divinity of Christ is impassible. This is done in the context of the
Chalcedonian Creed which affirms that Christ is one person with two natures, truly God and
truly man.

The emphasis in this formula is clearly on the physical nature of the suffering of
Christ or the kind of suffering that is related to the flesh. And it seems true enough to say
that the divine nature of Christ cannot suffer physical pain. However, it is contradictory,
confusing, and even Nestorian to try to separate the suffering of the flesh from the suffering
of the divinity of Christ, if Christ is, in fact, one person. The statements that the “Logos
incarnate suffered” and that the “second person of the Trinity suffered” imply that Christ
suffered, and that when he suffered, he was both human and divine. A divine nature, which
is defined as a set of attributes, cannot logically be said to suffer anything; but, the incarnate

Son of God, who is defined as one person with two natures, had the capacity to suffer and

did suffer according to Scripture.

John of Damascus {ca. 675-ca. 749)
In his Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, John of Damascus writes about the
impassibility of the divine nature in general, and he affirms the theopaschite decision in his

explanation of how it is that the Son is capable of suffering. In regard to the general

1418arot, “Patripassianism,” 373.
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impassibility of God, he relates that “God is subject neither to envy nor I:rzalss:iml.”]42 He
says that God’s impassibility is a result of God’s incorporeality and sirnplicity.143 He

defines passion broadly as “an animal affection which is succeeded by pleasure and pain.”

With reference to the body, passions allude to wounds or diseases; in regard to the soul,

144

passion means anger or desire.””" Thus, for John of Damascus, “impassibility” explicitly

refers to an absence of “passions™ in God.
In Book I1I, he explains how Christ is capable of suffering. He states:

The Word of God then itself endured all in the flesh, while His divine nature which
alone was passionless remained void of passion. For since the one Christ, Who is a
compound of divinity and humanity, and exists in divinity and humanity, truly
suffered, that part which is capable of passion suffered as it was natural it should,
but that part which was void of passion did not share in the suffering. For the soul,
indeed, since it is capable of passion shares in the pain and suffering of a bodily cut,
though it is not cut itself but only the body: but the divine part which is void of
passion does not share in the suffering of the body.145

He affirms the aforementioned theopaschite decision by explaining that one is rightly able

to say that “God suffered in the flesh” and that the soul is capable of passion and shares in

the pain but not that “His divinity suffered in the flesh, or that God suffered through the
flesh.”'* He offers an analogy of a tree that is in the sunshine. If the tree is cleaved by an

axe, the sun is not harmed by this. “Much more” he says, “will the passionless divinity of

the Word, united in subsistence to the flesh, remain void of passion when the body

142John of Damascus, An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith,1,1,1n Nic'ene
and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, St.
Hilary of Poitiers, John of Damascus, vol. 9 (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1955}, 1.

143John of Damascus, An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, 1,4 and 8.
144John of Damascus, Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, 1, 22.
145John of Damascus, Expositon of the Orthodox Faith, 111, 26.

146]John of Damascus, Expositon of the Orthodox Faith, 111, 26.
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undergoes passion.” He submits a second analogy of flaming steel that is drenched by
water. The steel remains unharmed though the flame is extinguished. “Much more, then,

when the flesh suffered did His only passionless divinity escape all passion although
abiding inseparable from it.”147 Christ suffered in the flesh, but not in his divine nature as

the sun is not harmed by the felling of a tree in the sun and steel remains unharmed though
the flame or heat in it is extinguished. In this way, John of Damascus explains how one is
able to speak of the suffering of Christ while holding to the decision made at the Council of
Constantinople in 553 AD.

Christian Scholasticism
Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury (1033-1109)

Anselm does not leave as much room for any kind of passibility in God as John of
Damascus had. He dedicates a short section of the Proslogion to this problem in which he
explains how it is that God may be both compassionate and impassible. He recognizes that
to be compassionate is by definition to experience, through sympathy, the wretchedness of
someone else’s heart in your own. But God cannot do this becanse he is incapable of
suffering with others if he is truly impassible. Yet, the wretched are consoled. How can
they experience consolation and peace, if God is not the one consoling them? He answers
that God is compassionate in such a way that human beings are consoled, but God is not
affected in himself by the wretchedness of humanity. He explains:

Yes, thou art compassionate according to our sense, but not according to thine. For
when thou lookest upon us, wretched as we are, we feel the effect of thy compassion,

but thou dost not feel emotion. So, then, thou art compassionate, because thou
savest the wretched and sparest those who sin against thee, and yet thou art not

147John of Damascus, Expositon of the Orthodox Faith, 111, 26.
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compassionate, because thou art not affected by any share in our wretchedness.148
Sarot says that Anselm’s is the classic solution to the problem of how to solve God’s
“impassible compassion.”

The compassion of God thus is sitnated not in God’s inner life, but in our

experience of His perfect benevolence. . .. Therefore, it is by no means surprising

that we experience Him as compassionate when He in fact is not.149

Kernneth Surin thinks that Anselm’s idea of God’s compassion is fundamentally

flawed. He asserts that if God cannot experience compassion, then he cannot experience the
joy that comes from the transforming use of this compassion either. He thinks that Anselm
has fallen into a misconception of God's compassion because of his reliance on Greek
philosophy. He states:

The source of this misconception is fairly clear: it lies in the neo-Platonic doctrine

that if God is a Perfect Being then he cannot respond to imperfect beings like

human wretches. For if he did, then the plenitude of his being would be diminished

by the non-being of these wretches, Impassibility is therefore required by the

perfection and omnipotence of deity. At an intuitive level, this view is not very

plausible. For the more powerful one is, or the more being one has, the more

responsive one 1s.150
But on the contrary, it is not clear that Anselm believes that God would be diminished by a
response to wreiches when he is also willing to save and spare them because it would seem
that saving wretches and sparing sinners would require some kind of response or actton

toward non-perfect beings on God’s part. Neither is it clear that a response from God to an

imperfect being would require any change in God’s being. It could be that Anselm is trying

148 Anselm, Prosiogion, 8, in Eugene R, Fairweather, ed. and trans., A Scholastic
Miscellany: Anselm to Ockham, vol. 10,in John Baillie, John T. McNeill, and Henry P.
Van Dusen, eds., The Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1956), 78.

149Marcel Sarot, “Auschwitz, Morality and the Suffering of God (Divine
Passibility Needed but Not Proven),” Modern Theology 7 (January 1991). 147.

150K enneth Surin, “The Impassibility of God and the Problem of Evil,” Scotzish
Journal of Theology 35 (1982): 113.
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to retain God’s sovereignty by not allowing Him to be infiuenced at all by outside causes
rather than that he is being unduly influenced by neo-Platonism.

In Cur Deus Homo, Anselm speaks of the unmutability of God in relation to the
incarnation of Christ. He also makes the common division between the human and divine
natures in Christ in order to explain the suffering of Christ:

For we affirm without any doubt that the divine nature is impassible, and that it can
in no sense be brought down from its loftines or toil in what it wills to do. But we
say that the Lord Jesus Christ is true God and true man, one person in two natures
and two natures in one person. Thus, when we say that God bears humiliation or
weakness, we do not apply this to the sublimity of the impassible nature, but to the
weakness of the human substance which he bore, and so we know no reason that
opposes our faith. For we do not ascribe any debaserment to the divine substance,
but we show that there is one person, God and man. Therefore, in the incarnation of
God we do not suppose that he undergoes any debasement, but we believe that the
nature of man is exalted.151
Divine substance cannot be debased, but there is one person, God and man. It is not clear
how Anselm sees the final sentence of the quoted section following from the former
comments. Anselm then, it would seem, holds that impassibility rules out the possibility of
God being able to experience emotions or any kind of supposed weakness. He seems to
follow with those who make a strong distinction between what the human and divine natures
can do. We may experience God as having emotions such as compassion, but in God
hirnself, there is no such thing taking place that would be similar to our experience of
emotions. In taking this position, Anselm moves as far toward the Greek ideal of deity as

any other theologian to this point.

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)
Thomas Aquinas follows Anselm’s line of thinking. He says that God cannot be

subject to suffering because suffering is always due to some kind of deficiency. In God,

151 Anselm, Why God Became Man, 1, 8, in Eugene R. Fairweather, ed. and trans., A
Scholastic Miscellany.: Anselm to Ockham, vol. 10, in John Baillie, John T. McNeill, and
Henry P. Van Dusen, eds., The Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia: Westminster
Press, 1956), 110.
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there can be no defect; thus, he must be impassible. Aquinas attributes mercy to God above
all, but mercy is to be understood in its effect and not in the affect of feeling.152 So then,

Aquinas, like Anselm, believes that God’s mercy is felt by us creatures as mercy, but it is
not something that God “feels” as a human being would feel an emotion.
Mercy, according to Aquinas, is feeling sad about another’s misery; it is an empathic

response to the woes of another person. He states that one “identifies himself (or herself)
with the other, and springs to the rescue; this is the effect of mercy 7153 But God cannot

experience another’s misery because misery is considered to be a kind of defect by
Aquinas. Instead, it is the nature of God to drive misery out. Defects, says Aquinas, are
done away with by an achievement of goodness and God is the first source of goodness;
thus, He must drive out all defects. Aquinas concludes this section by noting then how it is
that God fills all things out to their perfection through His goodness, justice, generosity, and
mercy:
Note, however, that filling out things to their perfection is the work of God’s
goodness, and justice, and generosity, and mercy, yet under different aspects.
Purely and simply, other considerations apart, it is of his goodness that he
communicates perfections, as we have shown. That he gives them to things in
proportion to the worth of the recipient, this comes from justice, as also was shown
above. That they are not granted for his own advantage, this springs from his
generosity. That they cast out every defect, this belongs to his mercy.154
This explains how God can drive misery out without experiencing any kind of defect. The
presence of God drives out defects. Gerald Hanratty rightly observes that for Aquinas,

“God is merciful and loving, not because he sympathetically identifies himself with the

suffering of creatures, but rather because he can overcome the afflictions of creatures

152Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologie, la. 21,3, trans. Thomas Gilby (New
York: Blackfriars in conjunction with McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1963), 81.

153Aquinas, Summa Theologie,la. 21, 3.

154 Aquinas, Summa Theologiee,1a. 21, 3.
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through his infinite love and rn&:rcy.”lS5 So, God’s mercy is primarily a way in which He

fills things out to their perfection by casting out every defect. Mercy, empathy, and sadness
are not feelings or emotions in God that coincide with emotions human beings would have.
God is both perfect and immutable according to Aquinas, and so he is incapable of
suffering. Hanratty notes that Aquinas recognizes that suffering is frequently associated
with the positive human virtues of love, mercy, and corupassion; nevertheless, he asserts that

it is not desirable in and of itself. Instead, suffering always represents a lack of something

ood and is therefore evil.}°® Aquinas states that “a being suffers in so far as it is deficient
B q g

and imperfect.”'>’ In his commentary on Job, Aquinas states:

Now no one of sound mind entertains any doubt whether God works anything out
of malice, for there cannot be any evil in the supreme good. But it can happen that
something which pertains to divine goodness is evil in man, as, for instance, not to
show mercy according as mercy cries out against suffering, which divine goodness
nevertheless requires in keeping with its own perfection, is indeed vituperated in
man.158

God is complete and lacking in nothing; thus, he cannot show mercy or compassion by

suffering with another. However, if a human being does not show mercy in a situation

where another is suffering, then he or she is not acting in a morally responsible way.

Because Aquinas proposes that God is “pure act,” it is impossible for anything

outside of God to cause God to suffer. God is always fully actualized. This means that

155Gerald Hanratty, “Divine Immutability and Impassibility Revisited,” in Az the
Heart of the Real, ed. F. O’Rourke (Dublin, Ireland: Irish Academic Press, 1992), 160.

156Gerald Hanratty, “Divine Immutability and Impassibility Revisited,” 158.

157 Aquinas, Summa Theologie, 1,25, 1. Aquinas’s original: “Patitur autem
unumquodque secundum quod est deficiens et imperfectum.”

158Thomas Aquinas, The Literal Exposition on Job, A Scriptural Commentary
Concerning Providence, 10:1-4, trans, Anthony Damico (Aflanta: Scholars Press, 1989),
185.
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God is always the fulfillment of his own being and is never acted upcon.159 Hence, God

cannot be moved or changed by any external force. There is nothing that can cause any

perturbation in the perfect peace and bliss of the divine nature.

Thomas explains that God is able to love, enjoy, and delight, but without palssicm.160

Whereas anger and sadness imply the presence of some imperfection, and so can only be

attributed to God metaphorically, there is no such imperfection included in love and joy;
therefore, these can properly be predicated of God without passion. ! God’s love does not

require sympathy or suffering. The nature of God is to cast out anything that would cause
sadness or suffering.

However, Aquinas allows that our sufferings are part of Christ’s own suffering. He
says that there is a sense in which Christ suffers in us. Michael Dodds gleans this
observation from Aquinas’ commentaries on Ephesians and Colossians:

Because we are one body with Christ, Christ loves us “as something of himself
(sicut aliquid sui).” In this union of love, our sufferings are in some way Christ’s
own. Itis in this sense, as Thomas explains, that Christ suffers in us: “I make up
those things which are lacking from the suffering of Christ” that is, [from the
suffering] of the whole Church whose head is Christ. . . . For this was lacking, that

as Christ suffered in his own body, so he would suffer in Paul, his member, and
similarly in others.”162

Because we are part of the Body of Christ, our snfferings are a part of the sufferings that

Christ went through on this earth.

159 Aquinas, Summa Theologice, 1,25, 1.
160Aquinas, Summa Theologice, 1,20, 1.

161] K. Mozley, The Impaésibiiity of God, 115, Cf. Aquinas, Summa Contra
Gentiles, 1,90, trans. Anton C. Pegis (New York: Doubleday and Company, 1953; reprint,
Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1975), 275-77.

162Michael J. Dodds, “Thomas Aquinas, Human Suffering, and the Unchanging
God of Love,” Theological Studies 52 (June 1991): 341. Cf. Aquinas, Super ad
Ephesios 5,lect. 9 [line 105¢]; and Super ad Colossenses 1, lect. 6 {line 56 c].
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Aquinas makes distinctions in the suffering of the soul of Christ that are more
complex than those made by Anselm or the Council at Constantinople in 553. In regard to
the question of whether the whole soul of Christ suffered, Aquinas answers by making a
distinction between the “essence” of the soul and powers. Jesus suffered in all of the
essence of his soul, but not in ali of his powers.

We must then say that if “whole soul” is taken to mean the soul in its essence, it is
evident that the whole soul of Christ suffered, for the complete essence of the soul is
s0 joined to the body the the whole soul is in the whole body, and whole in any part
of that body. Hence when Christ’s body suffered and was on the point of
separation from the soul, his whole soul suffered.

If however “whole soul” be taken to refer to all his powers, then, speaking of
the sufferings proper to those powers, Christ suffered in all his lower powers; in
each of the soul’s lower powers, which have temporal things for their object, there
was reason for Christ’s pain . .. Christ’s superior reason, however, did not suffer
from its object, which is God, who for him is the cause not of grief but of delight
and joy. Still, all the powers of Christ’s soul suffered in so far as any power suffers
with its subject. All the power of the soul are rooted in its essence, and it suffered
when the body, whose act it is, suffered.163

Thus, Christ suffered in his “whole soul,” but he also rejoiced in his “whole soul” in its

essence “inasmuch as the whole soul is the subject of that snperior part of the soul which
finds joy in the divinity.”1%

Dodds mistakenly infers that according to Aquinas we must affirm that the suffering
of Christ is the suffering of divinity: “Since Jesus himself is God, the eternal Son of the
Father, we must say that in him ‘the impassible God suffers and dies’ (impassibilis Deus

patiatur et moraitur).”'% Aguinas makes a distinction that eliminates this possibility in the

Summa, while expounding on the passion of Christ. He distinguishes between the passible

human and impassible divine natures of Christ. Aquinas does not hold that divinity suffers

163Aquinas, Summa Theologice, 3a. 46,7.
164 Aquinas, Summa Theologicee, 3a. 46, 8.

165Dodds, “Aguinas and Human Suffering,” 334. Cf. Aquinas, Super I ad
Corinthios, ¢. 15, lect. 1, (line 174c).
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in the suffering of Christ, but that Christ suffers in his incarnate state. The suffering that

takes place in the incarnation is a result of the assumed human nature and cannot be

attributed to the divine nature.
The union of the divine and human natures took place in the person and in the
hypostasis and in the supposit, but the natures remained distinct; the same person
and hypostasis serves for both the divine and the human nature, and each nature
retains what is proper to it. Hence, as was pointed out above, the passion is to be
attributed to the divine person, not by reason of Christ’s divine nature which is
impassible, but by reason of his human natare. . . . The passion of Christ therefore
pertains to the divine person by reason of the assumed human nature, but not by
reason of the impassible divine nature.166

The passion of Christ belongs to the divine person by reason of the assumed human nature,

but not by reason of the impassible divine nature. It is true for Aquinas that the “impassible

God suffers and dies,” but it is true only in regard to the human nature of the incarnate

Christ and not for the divine nature which remains impassible.

Reformation and Post-R ation Era
Martin Luther (1483-1546)

Martin Luther effectively blurs the line between the human and divine natures of
Christ to a much greater degree than the scholastics were willing to consider. He wants to
affirm the distinction between the divine and human natures of Christ, but he also strongly
emphasizes the theological truth that these two natures make up one person. This

concentration of Luther's is rooted in his belief that Chirist must be the “true, natural God,
begotten of the Father from etemity and Creator of all things.”lﬁ? Luther states that we

would be hopelessly lost if Christ were not God. He explains:

166 Aquinas, Summa Theologice, 3a. 46, 12.

16TMartin Luther, DD. Martin Luthers Werke, 46, 554, Weimar edition (Austria:
Akademischen Druck- u. Verlagsanstalt, Graz, 1909; reprint, Austria: Hermann Bohlaus,
1964). Translation taken from Ewald M. Plass comp., What Luther Says: An Anthology,
vol. 1 (Saint Louis, Missouri: Concordia Publishing House, 1959), 165.
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For what good would the suffering and death of the Lord Chnst do me if He were
merely a man such as you and I are? Then He would not have been able to
overcome the devil, death, and sin. He would have been far too weak for them and
should not have helped us. Therefore we must have a Savior who is true God and a
Lord over sin, death, devil, and hell. If we let the devil overthrow this foundation,
that Christ is true God, then His suffering, dying, and resurrection will do us no
good, and we have no hope of obtaining eternal life and salvation. .. . If faith is torn
and injured in the least, we are done for; and if Christ is robbed of His divinity, there
is no help or refuge against the wrath and judgment of Ged. For our sin, plight, and
misery are too great. If these are to be remedied . . . God’s Son must become man
and suffer and shed His blood for them.168

Statements such as this lead some to accuse Luther of mixing the two natures of

Christ without a careful distinction especially in regard to his theology of the Lord’s

Supper. But Luther denies this and defines his position against Zwingli’s stance. Zwingh

argued for the doctrine of alloeosis which means that the natures of Christ substituted for

one another. “Thus, according to Zwingli, one nature of Christ, or its attributes, can be used

in speaking of the other nature.”'%® Luther rebukes this notion, but affirms that the one

Person who 18 Christ must take part in suffering in both natares:

They denounce us and ¢ry out that we mingle the two natures inte one essence.

This 1s not true. We do not say that divinity is humanity or that the divine nature is
the human nature, which would be mixing the two natures into one essence. But we
do merge the two distinct natures into one Person and say: God is man, and man 18
God. We, however, denounce them for dissolving the Person of Christ, as though it
were two persons. For if the alloeosis is to stand as Zwingh teaches it, Christ will
have to be two persons, a divine one and a human one; for he applies all passages
treating of suffering to the human nature alone and disassociates them in all respects
from Christ's divinity. For if the works are parted and separated, then also the
Person must be parted, because all works or sufferings are ascribed, not to natures,
but to persons, For it is the Person which does and suffers everything, now
according to this nature, then according to that nature. All this the leamed well
know. Therefore we hold our Lord Christ to be God and man in one person in such
a way non confundendo naturas nec dividendo personam, that we do not mix the

66.

168] uther, Werke, 46, 554f. Translation from Plass, What Luther Says, vol. 1, 165-

165Richard A. Muller, Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms (Grand

Rapids: Baker Book House, 1985), 30.
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natures or separate the Person.170

Luther, then, does not want to say that Christ suffers in the human nature alone; all works or

sufferings are applied to persons not to natures. Instead, he affirms that the suffering of

Christ cannot be confined to just one of his natures without also separating the Person of

the Son.

Luther says that in following Scripture, we must recognize the special union of the

humanity and divinity in Christ. It is such that everything ascribed the the divinity must also

be ascribed to the humanity of Christ and vice versa.'’! He offers the doctrine of

communicationen idiomatum (communication of attributes) to explain how it is that

Scripture expresses the work of Christ as embracing the entire Person. He gives the

following examples:

Thus one may say: The man Christ is God’s etemal Son, through whom all
creatures were created, and Lord of heaven and earth. On the other hand, this, too,
may be said: Christ, God’s Son (that is, the Person who is true God), was
conceived and bomn by the Virgin Mary, snffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified,
and died. Again, God’s Son sits at the table with publicans and sinners, washes the
feet of His disciples. This He does not do according to the divine nature; but
because the same Person does this, we correctly say that God’s Son does it. Thus
St. Paul says: “Had they known it they would not have crucified the Lord of
Gtlory™ (1 Cor. 2:8); and Christ Himself says: “What and if ye shall see the Son
of Man ascend up where He was before?” John 6:62. This is properly said of the
divine nature, which was with the Father from eternity; and yet it is also said of the
Person who is true man.172

Even more strkingly Luther states:

God’s Son, the one true God with the Father and the Holy Ghost, became man for
us, a Servant, a Sinner, a Worm; that God died, God bears our sin in His own body
on the cross, God has redeemed us through His own blood. For God and man are
cne Person. Whatever this man does, suffers, and speaks; and whatever God does
and speaks, the man does and speaks who is both Ged and Mary’s Son in one

170 uther, Werke, 26, 324. Translation from Plass, What Luther Says, vol. 1, 170.
171 uther, Werke, 26, 319.

172 uther, Werke, 45, 557. Translation from Plass, What Luther Says, vol. 1, 174.
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inseparable Person and twe distinct natures 173
It is notable that in this last description of the communication of the attributes, Luther says
that the man communicates “doing, suffering, and speaking” to God, but the divine nature
only communicates “doing and speaking” to the human nature. Thus, it would appear that
Luther does not attribute suffering to God outside of the incarnation but that the incarnate
divine nature is subject to the suffering that the human nature endures. The identification of
the divine nature with suffering is more emphatically stated in Enther than it is in the
Scholastics or the other Reformers. He makes it clear, however, that it is only in the special
circumstances of the union of the person of Christ in the incarnation that this is a possible

occuirence.

John Calvin (1509-1564)

John Calvin does not directly address the impassibility of God in his Institutes;
however, we may infer his position on this matter from his thoughts on the repentance of
God. His main emphasis is that one must understand that “our weakness does not attain to

his exalted state” and so “the description of Him that is given to us must be accommodated
to our capacity so that we may understand it’!"* The Scriptures resort to speaking of God

in hman terms because our weak minds have no other way to grasp what God is like.
Calvin explains the anger of God in the following manner:

Although he is beyond ali disturbance of mind, yet he testifies that he is angry
toward sinners. Therefore whenever we hear that God is angered, we ought not to
imagine any emotion in him, but rather to consider that this expression has been
taken from our own human experience; because God, whenever he 1s exercising

173 uther, Werke, 54, 92. Translation from Plass, What Luther Says, vol. 1, 175.

174John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T McNeill, trans.
Ford Lewis Battles, The Library of Christian Classics, eds. John Baillie, John T. McNeill,
and Henry P. Van Dusen,vol. 20 (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1967), 1,17, 13.
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judgment, exhibits the appearance of one kindled and angered.175
Thus, it is clear that Calvin does not believe that God can be disturbed or affected by
external factors. In fact, emotions such as anger, do not even exist for God. Rather, these
kinds of emotions are expressions that have been acquired from our own human emotional

experience o help us understand and relate to God. Calvin alse describes God as merciful
or compassionate.!”® But it wonld probably be safe to assume that he does not intend these

characterizations of God to be understood in a different way than emotions like anger are
contemplated. That is, mercy is no more a feeling in God than anger is, but it has been
taken from our own experience; because God, whenever he is exercising forgiveness,
exhibits the appearance of one who is merciful. This is much like the conceptions of
Anselm and Aquinas in regard to how we experience God’s emotion in a certain way, but

there is not actual emotion in God that we may correctly attribute to him.

Stephen Charmock (1628-1680)

Stephen Charnock argues that the immutability of God entails the impassibility of
God. Much like Calvin, he says that God is accommodating himself to our weak condition
when we see emotions being attributed to Him in the Scriptures. He states that

because he is said to have anger and repentance, we must not conchude him to have
passions like us. When we cannot fully comprehend him 2s he is, he clothes
himself with our nature in his expressions that we may apprehend him as we are
able, and by inspection into ourselves, learn something of the nature of God; yet
those human ways of speaking ought to be understood in a manner agreeable to the
infinite excellency and majesty of God, and are only designed to mark out
something in God which has a resemblance with something in us; as we cannot
speak to God as gods, but as men, so we cannot understand him speaking to us as a
God, unless he condescend to speak to us like a man. God therefore frames his
language to our duliness, not to his own state, and informs us by our own phrases,
what he would have us learn of his nature, as nurses talk broken language to young

175Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion,1,17,13.

176Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, I1,8,21.
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children.177
He also retumns to the strict distinctions of the scholastics in his division of the
human and divine natures in Christ. The divine and human natures of the Son were neither
changed or mixed, but each one preserved its peculiar properties. Charnock explains itin
this way:

He took the “form of a servant,” but he lost not the form of God; he despoiled not
himself of the perfections of the Deity. He was indeed emptied “and became of no
reputation” (Phil. ii. 7); but he did not cease to be God, though he was reputed to
be only a man, and a very mean one toc. The glory of hts divinity was not
extinguished nor diminshed, though it was ¢bscured and darkened, under the veil of
our infirmities; but there was no more change in the hiding of it, than there is in the
body of the sun when it is shadowed by the interposition of a cloud. His blood
while it was pouring out from his veins was the “bloed of God” (Acts xx. 28);
and, therefore, when he was bowing the head of his humanity upon the cross, he had
the nature and perfections of God; for had he ceased to be God, he had been a mere
creature, and his sufferings would have been of as little value and satisfaction as the
sufferings of a creature. He could not have been a sufficient mediator, had he
ceased to be God: and he had ceased to be God, had he lost any cne perfection
proper 1o the divine nature; and losing none, he lost not this of unchangeableness,
which is none of the meanest belonging to the Deity.178

If he had ceased to be God, he would not have been able to save us. He would have been an
insufficient mediator. But, because he did not cease to be God, he also did not cease to be
unchangeable. Chamock places great importance on the true union of the natures of Christ.
He does this because he believes that without this union there can be no satisfaction for our
sins--no effective salvation. But there is in Charnock as well great emphasis on the belief

that the divine nature is not touched by the infirmities of the flesh.

177Stephen Charnock, The Existence and Attributes of God, vol. 1 (Robert Carter
and Brothers,1853; reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1993),341.

178Charnock, The Existence and Attributes of God, vol. 1,339-40.
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Modern Era
Charles Hodge (1797-1878)

In Charles Hodge’s writings one may observe the recent distinction that is being
made between philosophical and biblical notions of the natare of God. In his discussion of

the attribute of love, he refutes the idea held by the “schoolmen” and “philosophical

theologians” that “there is no feeling in God.”'”® He uses Bruch'® and

181

Schieiermacher °* as examples of such thinkers who give such an account of God. They

advocate that God’s love is “that attribute of God which secures the development of the

rational universe” or, in the words of Schleiermacher, “It is that attribute in virtue of which
God communicates Himself.” 182

In opposition to this view, Hodge states

If love in God is only a name for that which accounts for the rational universe; if
God is love, simply becanse He develops himself in thinking and conscious beings,
then the word has for us no definite meaning; it reveals nothing concerning the real
nature of God. Here again we have to choose between a mere philosophical
speculation and the clear testimony of the Bible, and of our own moral and religious
nature 183

Hodge denies that the “philosophical” understanding of the love of God has any validity or
any real meaning according to the Bible. One may notice a strong spirit of Scottish Realism

in Hodge's interpretation of Scripture, and in large part, this is the reason for his rejection

179Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology (London and Edinburgh: Thomas Nelson
and Sons, 1871), 428.

180Johann Friedrich Bruch, Die Lehre von den gittlichen Eigenschaften (Hamburg:
Friedrich Perthes, 1842), 240.

181§ chieiermacher, Christliche Glaube, §166.
182C. Hodge, Theology, 428.

183C. Hodge, Theology, 428.
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of the assumption that “passivity” must be omitted in the idea of the love of God.
Hodge goes on to explain his understanding of the love of God:
He ceases to be God in the sense of the Bible, and in the sense in which we need a
God, nnless He can love as well as know and act. . .. We must adhere to the truth
in its Scriptural form, or we lose it altogether. We must believe that God is love in
the sense in which that word comes home to every human heart.184
He believes that God loves in much the same way that human beings are able to love.
According to Hodge, God’s infinity, etemity, and immutability can be consistent with the
understanding that God has a personality. He states that the Bible teaches that God is

infinite “not in the sense that no limit can be assigned to his being or perfections, other
than that which arises out of his own perfection itself."13% Hodge does not speak to the

actual suffering of God, but he does obviously hold that God is capable of feeling and

emotion.

Archibald Alexander Hodge (1823-1386)
Charles’ son, A. A. Hodge, agrees with him that “the attributes of intelligence,

feeling, and will” belong tc God as Spirit. However, he qualifies these attributes as being

“aetive properties.”'*® He opposes the idea of active principles to those of the properties

of matter. He denies that we may attribute any bodily parts or passtons to God.1%7 7.

Ligon Duncan notes that the younger Hodge “seems to intend to restrict the idea of

‘passions’ to ‘material passions’ by his subtle alteration of the phrase ‘body, bodily parts,

184C. Hodge, Theology, 425.
185C, Hodge, Theology, 392.

186A, A. Hodge, The Confession of Faith: A Handbook of Christian Doctrine
Expounding The Westminster Confession (London: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1961), 48.

187A _A.Hodge, The Confession of Faith, 49. Cf. Also A. A. Hodge, Outiines of
Theology, (New York: Robert Carter and Brothers, 1878), 140.
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or passions’ . . . (but) he certainly does not think that this sort of impassibility rules out

divine affections.”'%®

As for the parts of Scripture that describe emotions in God that are analogous to

human emotions, Hodge says that these are “in condescension to our weakness 18

When the Bible speaks of God’s repenting, being grieved, jealous, it is using metaphorical
language “while teaching us that he acts toward us as a man would when agitated by such
paSSiOHS.”lgO Thus, he takes a line of thinking that is very similar to Calvin on the texts of
Scripture that speak of the suffering of God.

In regard to the suffering of Christ on the cross, he asserts the Chalcedonian
distinction that states that the natures of Christ cannot be mingled or mixed in any way, but
he is also careful to emphasize the oneness of the Person of Christ. Christ “possessed all

the essential properties of humanity,” but he also “was no less very God™ so that “this
man and this God is one single person.”’”! Hodge says that the incarnate Christ suffered,

but he does not make the theopaschite distinction that asserts the impassibility of the divine
nature and the passibility of the human nature. He does, however, affirm the communication
of the attributes of Christ according to the orthodox understanding by stating that “it is
affirmed in the concrete in respect to the person, but denied in the abstract in respect 10 the

natures; it is affirmed wutrius naturce ad personam, but denied utrius nature ad

188], Ligon Duncan III, “Divine Passibility and Impassibility in Nineteenth-century
American Confessional Presbyterian Theologians,” Scottish Bulletin of Evangelical
Theology 8 (Spring 1990): 7.

129A A, Hodge, The Confession of Faith, 49.
190A A Hodge, The Confession of Faith, 49.

191A A Hodge, The Confession of Faith, 139-40,
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naturam.”1%?

He presents the analogy of the nnion between the mind or spirit and body of the
human person. These two parts comprise but one person, and yet, people possess and
exercise the attributes of both natures. He states that

in virtue of the union the unextended spirit is present virtually wherever the extended

body is, and the inert insensible matter of the nerve tissues thrill with feeling and

throb with will as organs of the feeling and willing sou}.193
It is presumed that from this analogy, we are able to make an inference to the relation
between the human and divine natures of Christ and how they are connected. Butitis not
very clear whether one may assume that the divine nature of Christ was capable of

experiencing suffering. In fact, from his explanation of the communication of attributes

given above, it is probably safe to assume that we may not make that assumption.

Robert Lewis Dabney (1820-1898)

Robert Lewis Dabney is more forceful in his affirmation of passible or complacent
effects in God than either Hodge was willing to be. In his explanation of the mercy of God,
he exegetes Luke 19:41-42 in which we are told that Christ wept over the very people that he
subsequently doomed to eternal reprobation. The question is then raised: Why did He not
save them by exerting his omnipotence for their effectual calling if he was upset by this?
Dabney answers in this way:

And their (the extremist’s) best answer seems to be, that here it was not the divine

nature in Jesus that wept, but the humanity only. Now, it will readily be conceded

that the divine nature was incapable of the pain of sympathetic passion and of the
agitation of grief; but we are loath to believe that this precious incident is no
manifestation of the passionless, unchangeable, yet infintely benevolent pity of the
divine nature, . .. Itis our happiness to believe that when we see Jesus weeping

over lost Jerusalem, we “have seen the Father,” we have received an insight into the
divine benevolence and pity. And therefore this wondrous incident has been so clear

1924 A . Hodge, Quilines of Theology, 383.

193A A. Hodge, Outlines of Theology, 383-84.
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to the hearts of God’s people in all ages.194
He admits that God must experience grief in some way although He does not experience it
in pain or agitation of grief. However, we do see the divine benevolence and pity in this act
of Christ weeping over Jerusalem. In observing the Son in this instance, we “have seen the
Father.”

God is willing to and does experience suffering in some sense in the incamation
because He wills to do so. Dabney denies Monothelitism, but asserts that “it is, indeed, in

this harmony of the will that the hypostatic union most essentially effectuates jtself, “yet
without conversion, composition or confusion.””'™ He says that it is in the will that the

unity of a being consummates itself. “The divine and human will was, so to speak, the very

meeting-place at which the personal unity of the two complete natures was effected in the
God-man.""*® Thus, Dabney wants to say that the divine nature may participate in passion

and grief in the hypostatic union of the divine and human natures of Christ.

Dabney nuances his understanding of the emotions of God in seme of his other
writings. In his Lectures in Systematic Theology, he, like A. A. Hodge, uses the concept of
“active principles” and explains how it is that they are different from emotions.

Onr Confession says, that God hath neither parts nor passions. That He has
something analagous to what are called in man active principles, is manifest, for He
wilis and acts; therefore He must feel. But these active principles must not be
conceived of as emotions, in the sense of ebbing and glowing accesses of feeling.
In other words, they lack that agitation and rush, that change from cold to hot, and
hot to cold, which constitute the characteristics of passion in us. They are, in God,
an ineffable, fixed, peaceful, unchangeable calm, although the springs of velition.
That such principles may be, although incomprehensible to us, we may learn from

194Robert Lewis Dabney, Discussions: Evangelical and Theological, vol. 1 {Great
Britain: Billing and Sons Limited, 1890; reprint, London: The Banner of Truth Trust,
1967), 308-09,

195Dabney, Discussions, 309.

196Dabney, Discussions, 309.
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this fact: that in the wisest and most sanctified creatures, the active principles have
least of passion and agitation, and yet they by no means become inefficacious as
springs of action--e.g., moral indignation in the holy and wise parent or ruler.1%7
God does not have parts or passions, but does have active principles. However, these are
not emotions in the sense of ebbing and flowing feelings that changes from hot to cold.
These active principles are peaceful, unchangeable, and calm, and from these active
principles spring the will of God. The point is that emotions do not rule God or distress him
in any way. Dabney, then, makes the same assertion that many have before him, that God’s
“active principles” or “emotions” are not able to exert any kind of influence on God or
change him in any way. Rather, in God, there is nothing but peace and calm.
In regard to the mention of God’s emotions in Scripture, Dabney does not hesitate
to call these anthropopathisms:
When, therefore, the Scriptures speak of God becoming wroth, as repenting, as
indulging His fury against His adversaries, in connection with some particular event
occurring in time, we must understand them anthropathically. What is meant is, that
the outward manifestations of His active principles were as though these fechngs
then arose.198
But neither does he want io disregard these so-called emotions of God as insignificant:
However anthropopathic may be the statements made concerning God’s repentings,
wrath, pity, pleasure, love, jealousy, hatred, in the Scriptures, we should do violence
to them if we denied that he here meant to ascribe to himself active affections in
some mode suitable to his nature.199
He echoes the Hodges in their statement that God s without parts or passions, and reiterates

that God acts, but is acted on by no one. Dabney thinks if is important to ascribe active

affections to God that are suitable to his nature in some way. “He is the source, but not the

197Robert Lewis Dabney, Lectures in Systematic Theology (First published in
1878; reprint, Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1972), 153.

198Dabuey, Lectures, 153.

199Dabney, Discussions, 291.
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recipient of effects 2290 One may say that God has these “active principles” which may

also be described as “affections of his will,” but one may not infer too much about the

emotional life of God from this 2!

Conclusions Concerning the Historical Understanding of the Passibility of God

One objective of this historical review is to illustrate the ways in which the terms
“passibility,” “impassibility,” and “immutability”” have been used in regard to the subject
of divine suffering. It should be clear that to say that God is “impassible” is not
necessarily equivalent to stating that “God has no emotions whatsoever.” The
impassibility of God, more often than not, refers to the notion that God is without “parts or
passions.” Cregory of Nyssa makes this clear in his treatise Against Eunomius by stating
that

Nothing is truly “passion” which does not tend to sin . . . For we give the name of

“passion” only to that which is opposed to the virtuous unimpassioned state, and of

this we believe that He Who granted us salvation was at all time devoid . . 7202
Hence, it is a logical impossibility for God to be passible in the sense that he has some kind
of corporeality or that he may be tempted to sin. This does not rule out the possibility that
God may have emotions or that God is capable of suffering in some sense of the word.

Gregory of Thaumaturgus reinforces this understanding of “impassibility” in his treatise,

Ad Theopompum. In this treatise he states that it is “in His suffering (that) He shows His

impassﬂ:ui]ity.”203 If Gregory thought that impassibility meant that God could not suffer,

200Dabney, Discussions, 291.
20Dabney, Discussions, 291.
202Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, V1, 3.

203Gregory Thaumaturgus, Ad Theopompum, as quoted in J K. Mozley, The
Impassibility of God, 66-67.
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then he would be making a nonsensical staternent here. But, if he is of the opinicn that
impassibility means that God is without passions, then his statement would make sense.
Hence, we may remain within the realm of orthodoxy and say that God 1s “impassible” in
regard to passions that lead to sin. In other words, God cannot be tempted to sin, nor can he
desire to sin. But, God is passible in regard to his emotions and to suffering as long as the
emotions and suffering of God are understood within proper boundaries.

Second, this survey of thinkers throughout the ages of Christian thought serves to
illustrate the fact that the passibililty of God is & topic that has concemed many theologians.
Tt is a topic that is entwined with what is perhaps the most central event of Christian behef
and practice: the crucifixion of Christ and the way in which this event offers efficacious
atonement of sin. It was a significant consideration in the debates that led to the formulation
the most seminal creeds of the Church: those that put an end to the Trinitarian and
Christological Controversies. Thus, it is an important topic for study and thought.

Finally, this brief history of the concept of the passibility of God has been an
attempt to demonstrate the historical development of the main issues that have to do with
God’s ability or inability to suffer. The issue it has addressed is the issue of the “Greek
Assumption” as I have coined it. It should be clear from the evidence that has been
presented in this historical survey that Christian theclogians did not apply Greek
philosophy to Christian theology without some significant alterations. Many of the Greek
ideals for divinity are useful to describe the transcendence of God, but the Christian thinkers
did not use these ideals without some regard for the immanence of God. Theologians such
as Irenaeus, Origen, Tertullian, and Luther are clear examples of Christian thinkers whose
theologies do not fit in the Hellenistic mode. To pejoratively assume that the tradition has
monolithically handed down an understanding of God that is equivalent to the Greek ideals
of an immeobile, entirely immutable, and impassible deity is wrong-headed. Richard Muller

describes well the true situation:
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The ontology of classical theism does not hypothesize a static, immobile God, but a

God active in his relation to the world and active in himself: if this draws on Greek

ontology, it draws on a connection made prior to the writing of the New Testament

and, in the eyes of the tradition of the Church, imbedded in the New Testament 204
The philosophical conception of God is rightly condemned but it is wrongly attributed to
many of the early theologians or at least it is wrongly attributed to the orthodox tradition as
a whole. Greek philosophy was appropriated and used to create Christian theology, but it
was not, for the most part, utilized without discretion or without precedent. To stereotype
classical or orthodox theology as a system of thonght that is shaped primarily by Greek
philosophy rather than biblical considerations is to make a hasty generalization that is not
founded on the evidence left behind by many great thinkers.

This is not to say that there are not Christian thinkers whose theologies portray God
in a way that is similar to the Greek ideals of divinity. Anselm, Aquinas, Augustine, and
Calvin are all guilty of emphasizing the transcendence of God to the detriment of his
immanence. However, these thinkers do not altogether omit the immanent qualities of God
in their descriptions of his nature, nor would they argue for a God that is immobile or
incapable of relationships. The “Greek Assumption” has set up a false understanding of
God which has served as a rallying point for modem theologians who are opposed to
God’s impassibility. But too often, these modern thinkers are imprecise with their use of
the terms involved in the impassibility debate, and they make false assumptions about the
understanding of God that has been inherited from the orthodox tradition of Christianity.

Now that the historical dimensions of the problem have been surveyed, this study
will continue with an examination of the biblical material that gives rise to the question of
the passibility of God and the various hermeneutic methods that have been endorsed by
various thinkers. Some of these ideas have already been previewed in this historical section,

but the next chapter will lay thern out more systematically while addressing the various

204Muller, “Incamation, Immutability, and the Case for Classical Theism,” 37.
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passages in the Bible that seem to affirm or deny the passibility of God.



CHAPTER 3
THE BIBLICAL EVIDENCE
FOR THE PASSIBILITY OF GOD

The Problem of Interpretation

The answer to whether or not God may be considered to be passible, in some way,
must ultimately rest on the authority of scriptural evidence. A scriptural basis is necessary
for any theological doctrine that may be called Christian. Yet, as it turns out, this is not
really as great a limitation as one might think since the divergence of the interpretations of
the verses in the Bible that deal with the passibility of God is often vast. There are at least
four factors that contribute to these differences in textal interpretation. The first and most
influential of these elements is that of the presuppositions that one brings to any particular
text. A second reason for variations in interpretation is the inability of human and finite
language to describe a supematural and infinite God. The third element is the existential
situation of the interpreter. The final element is one of personal bias; inevitably there are a
few texts that are given prominence over other texts in any particular person’s interpretation
of the Bible. Despite the many differences in the interpretation of Scripture concerning the
passibility of God, this much may be affirmed: God'’s steadfast faithfulness and his
purposes do not change, but the Bible often analogically portrays God as passible,
especially when God is responding to the sins of his people, the grief of his people, or to the
resistance of people to believe the truth and be faithful to him.

The theologian who seeks to determine the passibility or impassibility of God from
the evidence presented in Scripture must make several decisions about how he or she will
treat the many texts which allude to the passibility of God. Much of what someone will

glean from the Bible in regard to the topic of passibility will depend on his or her
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presuppositions about what God is like. Our presuppositions can be very powerful in
shaping our interpretation. A glaring example of this can be observed with respect to the
presuppositions that a person has about the morality of homosexuality when reading the
Bible.

The morality of homosexuality is a hotly contested 1ssue in several mainline
churches at present. One of the biblical passages that is often used to argue against
homosexual behavior is the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah 1 Genesis 19, In this
story, two angels come to visit Lot in Sodom. He invites them into his house to stay the
night. He prepares a meal for them and they eat together, and then

Before they had gone to bed, all the men form every part of the city of Sodom--both

young and old--surrounded the house. They called to Lot, “Where are the men

who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us so that we can have sex with them.!
Lot offers his virgin daugters to the crowd instead. When they refuse and begin to close in
on Lot, the angels pull Lot back into the house and strike the men blind so that they are

unable to find Lot’s door. At dawn, Sodom and Gomorrah are destroyed in a hail of

burning sulfur. Thus, say its opponents, homosexuality brings with it the swift judgment of
God.”

Some of those who argue for the acceptance of homosexuality as a valid and sinless
sexual orientation state the following about this passage of Scripture:

It should be noted that some Bible scholars do not believe that the intent of the men
of Sodom was sexual. The have pointed out that the Hebrew word translated
“know” {or “intercourse” . . ) can mean simply communication--in this case, a
desire to examine the strangers’ credentials. Whether the intent was sexual or not,
however, the strangers were treated abominably and the sin of inhospitality was
committed--one more instance of the city’s wickedness that called forth God’s

1Genesis 19:4-5

2] etha Scanzoni and Virginia Ramey Mollenkott, I's the Homosexual My Neighbor?
Another Christian View (San Francisco: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1978), 54.
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righteous judgment .3
So then, is this passage of scripture about the condemnation of homosexual behavior or
examining credentials? Itis very possible that it is not directly about either of these. It
certainly does not seem to be plausible to believe that all the men of Sodom who were
outside Lot’s house that night were homosexuals or that what they had in mind was
something that they would consider to be a homosexual act. Nor does it seem likely that
God is destroying Sodom with burning sulfur for this one incident, but rather because this
is the abominable kind of behavior that was common in the city of Sodom.

If it is not explicitly about homosexuality, then could this passage of Scripture be
about some men who wanted to examine the credentials of these two strangers who had
shown up in their town? The tone of this passage and the fact that Lot offers his daughters
to them instead makes this interpretation seem very unlikely. Perhaps this passage is
exhibiting the typical behavior of the men of Sodom who had so little regard for the dignity
of other human beings that they were interested in humiliating these two strangers by raping
them. At the very least, this is a monumental act of disrespect and inhospitality toward these
strangers.

Again, the point here is that our presuppositions affect our reading of the text.

There may not be the vast differences that are cited in this example above, but our previous
leanings on a subject are going to cloud our vision to some extent. At the very least, they
will determine the perspective with which we will approach biblical material.

Of course, it would be ideal if we could let the Biblical texts speak for themselves
without any projected ideology or presuppositional framework to cloud the *“pure truth” of

the text. The text can provide some limit for interpretation, but it rarely is the case that it

3Scanzoni, Is the Homosexual My Neighbor?,55. Cf. D. Sherwin Bailey,
Homosexuality and the Western Christian Tradition (New York: Longmans, Green & Co.,
1955), 1-28.
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does so for an individual who holds an opposing view. However, we must also recognize
that it is impossible to gain any understanding about the passibility of God (or any other
attribute of God for that matter) from a text unless we bring some prior conceptions of who
God is, what kind of limitations there are on His powers, and what constitutes passibility.
Thus, it is possible for anyone to derive from a particular text that which he or she believes
will be in it, or, in the opposite case, find a way to work around a contrary statement in a
particular text to preserve one’s own position. It is important to understand that we bring
presuppositions to a text, and it is imperative that we are able to recognize our own biases if
we will be able to discern whether our own interpretation of a text is better or more true than
a different one.

Some examples of presuppositions that might lead us to conclude that God must be
impassible are: 1) a strong belief in the transcendence of God, 2) a conviction that the life
of God is ablessed life, and, as such, happy with the perfection of happiness, and 3) a
dread of the use of anthropemorphisms, or, more precisely, anthropopathisms, and an
insistence on their figurative use. Assumptions that would steer us toward the conclusion
that God must be passible are: 1) God’s outgoing love is the expression of His innermost
nature, and he must suffer when he is confronted with a world such as ours. 2) If God is
really the ground of the world’s being, the world being what it is, He must be a suffering

God. And finally, 3) what the Cross revealed in time--the Father giving the Son to redeem
the world by suffering for jt--was eternally true of God’s nature.* Qur preconceived

notions about what God is or must be like have a profound influence on the way that we
understand verses that portray God as being passible or impassible.
Language is the second great obstacle to interpretation of the text. Itis the only

medium by which one may describe God, but it is not up to the task. Abraham Heschel

4J K. Mozley, The Impassibility of God, 137-38.
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well says that any pretension we may have to adequacy in our use of language about God is

!?5

“specions and a delusion.” Theologians fumble and search for words adequate to

describe the Creator and Redeemer of the universe. One uses words to describe the love of
God or the fatherhood of God or the essence of God, but the words do not guite fit because
they do not apply to God in the same sense in which they apply to human beings. The
words have to be redefined and new boundaries must be drawn for their meanings. Human
language must use anthropomorphisms and anthropopathisms to describe that which is pure
Spirit so that God is decipherable to human experience. One must be content with oblique
analogies and metaphors that beg for interpretation, and differences in interpretation
abound.

Lester J. Kuyper explains that there are two main perils that beset one who weuld
interpret the descriptions of God we have in the Bible: to under-interpret or to over-

interpret. “In the first case he would deny God any ‘humaneness’; and in the second case

be would reduce God to human frailty and absurdity ™® The Bible is full of verses that
speak of the eyes, ears, mouth, nose, face, arms, hands, and back parts of God.” Tt also

portrays God as a jilted lover® and a forlorn parent who sorrows over the rebellion of his

beloved child.? The Scriptures say that God is grieved that he created the world, that he is

SHeschel, The Prophets, 276.

6L.J. Kuyper, “The Suffering and Repentance of God,” Scottish Journal of
Theology 22 (September 1969). 258.

7Cf, Adrio Konig, Here Am I (Muckleneuk, Pretoria: University of South Africa,
1978), 93ff. The anthor insists on a literal reading of such passages.

8Cf. Ezekiel 16:14-13.

9Cf, Hosea 11:8-9
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afflicted in the afflictions of his people, and that he is grieved in his Holy Spirit.!® How we
choose to understand these descriptions of God and his emotional state will determine how
we understand the passibility of God.

Often, in order to sort this problem out, there is a distinction drawn between God as
he really is in his essence, and God as he reveals himself. The transcendent God is God in
reality while the anthropomorphized God is God in relation to others. Kuyper describes

anthropomorphism as an “accommodation device to bring God within man’s
comprehension 1Y The “real God” is not discerned in the anthropomorphic example

given in a text, but in His transcendent being. Kuyper believes that this was especially true
of the early Church fathers who, he asserts, were controlled by presuppositions based on
Platonic theology. Thus, in the early Church,
the properly enlightened interpreter . . . would detect within the Scripture the
accommodation or adaptation passages which have no significance for understanding
God as he actually is. The accommodation principle became the prevailing means for
keeping the data of the Bible within the framework of a preconceived theolegy 12
Accurate interpretation, then, was dependent on being able to ferret out the biblical passages
that have anthropomorphisms in them and to set them aside as useless for a true
understanding what God is like. A great deal of biblical interpretation has followed this
pattern even to the present day. Interpreters of the Bible often divest anthropomorphisms
and anthropopathisms of any real importance in the quest to understand what God is like.
Third, the existential situation in which one finds him or herself will often

significantly affect how he or she chooses to interpret the verses concerning the suffering of

God. It is interesting to observe that many of the theologians who argue that God is

10Genesis 6:6, Isaiah 63:9, 15,
11Kuyper, “The Suffering and Repentance of God,” 259.

12ZKuyper, “The Suffering and Repentance of God,” 259.
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passible have themselves lived through terrible traumas and tragedy. For example, Dietrich
Benhoeffer, who describes a suffering God in his Letters and Papers from Frison, was a
prisoner and martyr in a Nazi concentration camp; Jirgen Moltmann, author of The
Crucified God, was a prisoner of war in England during World War II; and the Japanese
theologian Kazoh Kitamori wrote his book, Theology of the Pain of God, shortly after
atormic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

Contrary to what many contemporary theologians would have you believe, it is not
exclusively a modem or post-modern development that theologians speak of God as one
who sorrows. The Midrashic sages, after the destruction of the first temple (c. 586 B.C ),
attributed passibility to God as they commented on Lamentations 1:16 which reads as
follows:

This 1s why I weep and my eyes overflow with tears.
No one is near to cornfort me, no one to restore my spirit.
My children are destitute because the enemy has prevailed.
Melvin Glatt comments that although “there is no doubt . . . that the speaker of this

sentence was a human eye-witness to Israel’s misfortunes™; the Jewish interpreters of the

Bible in this period make God Himself to be the speaker of the sentence. “Itis He who
weeps and 1t 1s His eyes that brim over with tears 13 God is depicted as one who moumns

with the people of Israel over the destruction of the temple. Glatt explains:

The aggadic genre which depicts God as mourner describes more than His weeping and
shedding tears over calamitous events in His people’s history. Through the use of
artistic hyperbole, daring anthropomorphisms, and malleable Biblical texts, this special
Midrashic modality portrays a God who has taken on many a behavioral pattern
characteristic of a person in deep grief. God is traumatized by His people’s sufferings
and He desires that His own behavior reflect various mourning practices, rites, and
symbolic acts.14

13Melvin Glatt, “God the Mourner--Israel’s Companion in Tragedy,” Judaism 28
(Winter 1979): 73.

14(3latt, “God the Moumer,” 74.
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Glatt suggests that these classic sages were providing a kind of grief therapy for the

traumatized Jews of the era by making God a companion who could “overtly or

»l3

symbolically cry with the person in distress” "~ so that they could move toward healing.

The existentia]l situation of the suffering that people are experiencing becomes the guiding
principle for biblical interpretation.

Finally, the prominence given to certain passages of Scripture or one’s interpretation
of certain passages of Scripture may determine how other passages of the Bible are
understood. For example Numbers 23:19, T Samuel 15:29, and James 1:17 all clearly
declare the God is unchangeable and that he does not repent. On the other hand, with equal
élarity, Exodus 32:14, Psalm 106:45, and Jonah 3:10 declare that God is changeable and
that he does repent. In light of this dilemma, one must either believe that one of these
groups of verses holds an overriding truth by which the other group may be explained, or
that there is some alternative rationalization by which both groups of Scripture may be
understood to be saying opposite things about God without being contradictory. One must
make a choice about which verses of Scripture will be the most influential. There are
thealogians who support their claims by appealing strongly to a particular verse of Scripture
or to a small group of verses. One prominent example of this is Kazoh Kitamori’s work on
the pain of God, which is predominantly based on his interpretation of Jeremiah 31:20 and
Isaiah 63:15.

So then, recognizing the obstacles of having biased presuppositions, an inadequate
language, the influence of one’s existential situation, and prominence given to certain
passages of Scripture over others, it is obvious that the approach to a reasonable and
acceptable hermeneutic to understand the passibility of God must be carefully worked out.

In the end, any hermenentic chosen by a particular individual will still be a biased method of

15Glatt, “God the Mourmer,” 78.
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interpretation. However, this chapter will attempt to establish a reasonable method of

interpretation for passages of Scripture dealing with the passibility or impassibility of God.

Before moving to specific passages of Scripture, we will briefly address the concepts of

anthropomorphism and anthropopathism.

Anthropomorphism and Accommodation
Augustine states in The Ciry of God that

Scripture is concerned for man, and it uses . . . language to terrify the proud, to arouse
the careless, to exercise the inquirer, and to nourish the intelligent; and it would not have
this effect if it did not first bend down and, as we may say, descend to the level of these

on the ground.16

Unfortunately, it is often the case that the most difficult point of interpretation is how we

deal with the descensions made by Scripture in the form of anthropomorphisms. L.J.

Kuyper concurs:

Hermeneutics find its greatest challenge in working with anthropomorphisms, the
description of God in human forms and feelings {anthropopathisms). The
anthropomerphism attempts to explain the unknown in terms of the known, which in
this case describes God In terms of our daily experience. The eyes of God, therefore,
tell us that God sees, and in seeing is aware of the world of action and movernent.
Similarly other bodily parts such as mouth, face, hand, or finger portray God as a
Person who observes people and actually lives in fellowship with them. Much like the
parables of Jesus the anthropomorphisms picture the God-man relationship in terms of
our common life.17

There is no question that the Spirit-inspired authors of the Bible relied upon

anthropomorphisms and anthropopathisms to help readers understand God using terms

from their common life. However, a true challenge often anises when one tries to determine

the extent to which a particular anthropomorphism or anthropopathism illuminates what

God is essentially like, or how he relates to human beings. Itis obvious that the

anthropomorphisms that attribute physical properties to God such as a mouth, eyes, ears,

16 Angustine, The City of God, XV, 23.

17Kuyper, “The Suffering and Repentance of God”, 257.



