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Early on in my training for Christian ministry, I 
was taught that the Bible was a story and that the 
key element to focus on, therefore, was the plot; 
the grand narrative from the Garden to the City. 
As a result, the questions that occupied much of 
Christian theology in the past (e.g. whether God is 
divisible, whether he can change) were peripheral at 
best. The focus of the Bible is on what God has done; 
his acts, not his being. 

At the time, this seemed to be self-evidently true. Listening to a steady 
diet of expository preaching, my attention was drawn to the great works 
of redemption-history, and it seemed to make very little difference how 
I understood God’s relation to time or whether he could change – and I 
don’t think I ever heard the strange idea that God was ‘simple.’ Perhaps my 
experience was unusual, but my suspicion is that much of evangelicalism 
considers the doctrine of God to be, as I once heard said, “there in the 
Bible, but not particularly important.” Others are more critical still, viewing 
the traditional doctrine as little more than Greek philosophy in Christian 
clothes.

My thinking began to change when I attended a training day on Augustine’s 
Confessions. On the one hand, like so many, I resonated with Augustine’s 
account of his spiritual journey and yet, on the other, I was perplexed by the 
way Augustine places the unchanging and perfect nature of God front and 
centre in his reflections upon the spiritual life. For instance, in his opening 
pages Augustine writes,

Who then are you, my God? … Most high, utterly good, utterly 
powerful, most omnipotent, most merciful and most just, deeply 
hidden yet most intimately present, perfection of both beauty 
and strength, stable and incomprehensible, immutable and yet 
changing all things, never new, never old, making everything new 
and ‘leading’ the proud ‘to be old without their knowledge’ (Job 9:5); 
always active, always in repose, gathering to yourself but not in 
need, supporting and filling and protecting, creating and nurturing 
and bringing to maturity, searching even though to you nothing is 
lacking: you love without burning, you are jealous in a way that is 
free of anxiety, you ‘repent’ (Gen 6:6) without the pain of regret, you 
are wrathful and remain tranquil. You will a change without any 
change in your design. You recover what you find, yet have never 
lost. Never in any need, you rejoice in your gains (Luke 15:7); you are 
never greedy, yet you require interest (Matt 25:27). We pay you more 
than you require so as to make you our debtor, yet who has anything 
which does not belong to you? (1 Cor 4:7). You pay off debts, though 
owing nothing to anyone; you cancel debts and incur no loss. 

Confessions, 
I.iv

NB. Here 
Augustine is 
relying on a 

Latin translation 
of Job, which is 
why this doesn’t 
match our English 

translations.
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Augustine’s understanding of God has sometimes been 
called classical theism reflecting the fact that it has been 
the consensus position of the church throughout its 
history. Key figures as diverse as... 

Athanasius, (4th century bishop of Alexandria in Egypt)

the Cappadocian Fathers, (two brothers: Basil the 
Great & Gregory of Nyssa, and their friend Gregory of 
Nazianzus – 4th century bishops in what is now Turkey)

Anselm, (11-12th century medieval theologian and 
archbishop – see an extract from one of his works on 
page 30)

Thomas Aquinas, (13th century Italian preacher and 
theologian)

John Calvin, (16th century French pastor and reformer)

John Owen (17th century English pastor and theologian)

and Herman Bavinck (19th-20th century Dutch 
theologian)

...would all have recognised Augustine’s understanding 
as their own and it is reflected in the confessions of 
the English and European Reformation. Yet, to me, it 
was largely new and unfamiliar and raised significant 
questions.

• First, is any of this really the focus of the Scriptures 
or is it the preoccupation of abstract philosophising 
owing more to Plato and Aristotle than to Jesus and 
Paul?

• Second, if the Scriptures are concerned to teach 
about God’s essence, is this really what they teach? 
How does the idea that God is unchangeable fit with 
all the texts that speak of God changing in one way or 
another? Didn’t God change when the Son became a 
man?

My guess is that many contemporary British evangelicals 
share these questions and hesitations about the classical 
doctrine of God, and this is why our constituency 
tends to either neglect or modify it so that it plays a 
much smaller part in our spiritual lives than it did for 

It is perhaps best summarised by the Westminster 
Confession of Faith (WCF), which states “There 

is but one only living and true God, who 
is infinite in being and perfection, a most 

pure spirit, invisible, without body, parts, 
or passions, immutable, immense, eternal, 

incomprehensible, almighty, most wise, most 
holy, most free, most absolute.” WCF II.i.

Including the 39 Articles, the Belgic 
Confession, and Westminster, Savoy and Second 

London Baptist Confessions.
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Augustine and the Reformers. In this article, then, I want to answer the 
question of whether classical theism is compatible with the revelation of 
God in Scripture and in Christ and, if it is, what that means for how we 
understand Scripture and Christ himself.

one. Is the Doctrine of God a 
Biblical Concern?

We need to begin with this question: do the Scriptures really push us to 
consider God’s nature or is it a concern foreign to the Bible’s main concern 
of narrating God’s redemption of humanity in Christ? Discussions of God’s 
simplicity, his ‘pure actuality’, the distinction between person and nature, 
and so on, do not seem to spring naturally from the biblical text for many 
modern readers. There are, however, at least three points which might be 
raised in response to this question which explain why, for most of church 
history, believers reading the Scriptures have been drawn to reflect upon 
God’s nature. 

First, while the bulk of Scripture narrates or reflects upon God’s actions 
in time and space, there are times when the vocabulary of Scripture forces 
us to consider what it means for God to be God. The most obvious, and 
widespread, is the use of the word ‘God’ (elohim in Hebrew or theos in 
Greek) throughout the Scriptures. What does the writer have in mind when 
he uses that word? Sometimes a verse pushes the question of God’s being 
more explicitly – what did Paul mean by ‘divine nature’ in Rom 1:20 or the 
word ‘deity’ in Col 2:9. We cannot call ourselves exegetes of Scripture if we 
show no interest in grasping the meaning and significance of these words. 
The text of Scripture itself leads us to these questions and to refuse to ask 
them is not to honour Scripture but to silence it.

Second, there are key moments where the actions of God are specifically tied 
to his nature. We might think of Exod 3:14, “I am who I am,” Heb 6:13-18, 
“since there was no one greater for God to swear by, he swore by himself,” or 
Mal 3:6, “I the Lord do not change.” Space prevents us from analysing these 
verses in detail, but the Scriptures make it clear that the redemptive acts of 
God, the faithfulness to his promises and long-suffering patience with his 
people flow out from his nature. This should be no surprise. What is done 
reflects the nature of the one doing it.

But third and finally, to sideline questions of God’s nature in favour of 
God’s actions is to misunderstand the biblical presentation of those 
actions. The Bible presents the end, the goal, of God’s redemptive purposes 
as the knowledge of God. “Now, this is eternal life, that they know you, 
the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you sent” prays Jesus in John 
17:3. Habakkuk 2:14 promises that one day “the earth will be filled with 
knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea.” To know 
God is the highest end of any creature. Of course, this knowledge is more 
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than knowledge of God’s essence and attributes, but we have very little 
reason to believe it is less than that. Of course, we cannot know now as 
we will know then, but to refuse to ponder, reflect, and meditate on what 
God has revealed about himself suggests that we do not understand his 
redemptive purposes as well as we might think.

two. Does the Bible Teach 
Classical Theism?

If, then, we do think that the doctrine of God is a biblically-warranted topic, 
we still need to ask whether classical theism is what the Scriptures teach. 
Is God really an eternal being without body, passions and parts, unable to 
change? At first glance, “no” seems to be the obvious answer. Scripture is 
full of texts that speak of God changing, and responding emotionally. So 
how did the finest minds of the first seventeen centuries of the church, who 
read the very same biblical texts, arrive at the conclusion that, for instance, 
change is impossible for God?

The answer comes from understanding one of their foundational principles: 
God is Creator.

a. God as Creator 

The classical doctrine of God begins with the principle that all reality exists 
in one of two ways – created or uncreated. In Rev 4:11 the twenty-four elders 
sing, 

“You are worthy, our Lord and God,
to receive glory and honour and power,
for you created all things,
and by your will they were created and have their being.”

In doing so, the elders are summarising a thread of teaching about God that 
runs through from the very first words of Gen 1:1, that there is a distinction 
between Creator and creature and only God dwells on the uncreated side of 
that divide. He is the one who gives being to all and, therefore, receives his 
being from no one else. He is, as the four living creatures never stop saying 
in Rev 4:9, “the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come.” He is 
thus worthy to receive glory, honour and power as the uncreated Creator.

It is from this distinction that all the affirmations of classical theism flow – 
that God is unchanging, eternal, etc. – for they are all ways of saying, from 
various angles, that God does not receive being from his creation but is 
always the giver; he is never made, he is always the maker. The absence of 
any other power or entity that conditions or affects God is expressed in his 
self-identification in Exod 3:14: “I am who I am.” There is no limitation or 
restriction on the fullness of his life. He is, therefore, infinite, since nothing 

Rev 4:11
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restricts him, and perfect, since nothing diminishes him. God’s infinite 
perfection means that he never requires anything, in any way, from his 
creation; he is never subject to it but is always, infinitely and perfectly who 
he is and is thus able to give to creation limitlessly from his fulness. 

Christian classical theism, therefore, insists that its major claims are all 
derived from the first phrase of the Apostles' Creed, “I believe in God the 
Father, Creator of heaven and earth.” Yet, the question remains, if this is a 
necessary implication of the Bible, why are there so many texts that seem to 
flatly contradict it?

b. Accommodation and Anthropomorphism

The answer is that the doctrine of creation not only has implications for our 
understanding of God’s nature but also for how we read the Scriptures. Since 
we are created, dependent beings, limited by time and space, we can have 
no conception of what it is like to be uncreated, eternal, and independent. 
Therefore, for God to communicate to us, he must accommodate himself 
to our finite capacities. So the Scriptures speak of God having an arm or 
a throne or a face, to explain God’s actions and character to us, without 
committing us to believe that God actually possesses a body or wears a 
robe. The technical term for this kind of language is anthropomorphism, 
God speaks, as it were, in a human form. We should not, however, restrict 
the concept of anthropomorphism simply to those occasions when the 
Scriptures speak of God in bodily terms. Our entire existence is conditioned 
by our creaturely limitations, and so God’s revelation is, in Herman 
Bavinck’s words, “anthropomorphic through and through.” God reveals 
himself to us through the only means possible for creatures to know him: 
his creation. “In Scripture all heavenly things are portrayed to us in earthly 
shades and colours.” So Bavinck explains, 

Although we can learn to know God’s eternity only 
by and in time, his omnipresence by and in space, his 
infinity and immutability by and in the midst of finite 
and changeable creatures, yet these attributes do furnish 
us some – and even important – knowledge of God. Even 
though we cannot understand eternity in a positive sense, 
it means a lot to know that God is exalted above all the 
conditions of time. By means of that knowledge we, as it 
were, continually correct our notions concerning God. 
We speak of him in human terms and attribute to him a 
range of human qualities, but as we are doing this we are 
ever acutely conscious of the fact that all these properties 
pertain to God in a sense quite different from that in 
which we find them in creatures.

Our knowledge of God is always conditioned by our creaturely limitations 
and God’s revelation comes to us in a form most appropriate for those 

I use the term here to 
also include what is 
more properly called 
anthropopathism which is 
where God describes himself 
with reference to human 
passions, not just human 
physical forms.

Herman Bavinck, Reformed 
Dogmatics, ed. John Bolt, 
trans. John Vriend, 4 
vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2003), 2:99.

Bavinck, Reformed 
Dogmatics, 2:134.
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limitations. Even when God’s revelation is at its fullest, in the incarnation of 
Jesus Christ, our knowledge of God does not escape our creaturely nature. 
Bavinck again: 

God himself comes to us through his whole creation and, 
in Christ’s human nature, pitched his tent among us. 
This human nature, certainly, was not a fully adequate 
organ for his deity; in fact, his glory was even concealed 
by it. Still the fullness of the deity dwelt in Christ bodily: 
those who saw him saw the Father.

The fact that Christ’s human nature did not fully reveal his deity does not 
mean that knowledge of God is impossible, however,

It is not contradictory, therefore, to say that a knowledge 
that is inadequate, finite, and limited is at the same 
time true, pure, and sufficient. God reveals himself in his 
works, and according to that revelation we name him. He 
permits us to speak of him in language that is weak and 
human because he himself displayed his perfections to 
us in his creatures. Hence, in actual fact, it is not we who 
name God. Where would we get the ability and the right 
to do that? It is God himself who, through nature and 
Scripture, has put his splendid names in our mouth.

Whenever we read Scripture, therefore, we must take account of the fact 
that the one who is uncreated is revealing himself through created means 
and to created people. That he does so should never lead us to make the 
mistake that he himself is subject to the same limitations as the created 
order, even as he uses “earthly shades and colours” to reveal himself.

c. Analogy

That God’s revelation is accommodated to our creaturely capacities means 
that Scripture’s revelation of God is always by way of analogy. Analogy is 
a much-misunderstood concept and often viewed with hostility because 
it appears to diminish the clarity and power of God’s revelation of himself 
in Scripture. In reality, the reverse is the case. It is only because scriptural 
language is analogical that we can truly say that God is the one being 
revealed. How so? Analogy is based on the idea that Scripture’s language 
about God always travels across the divide between Creator and creation, 
between infinite and finite. While there is a relationship between the way 
we understand a term and how it applies to God, there is never a strict 
identification between them. 

Sometimes this is more obvious that at others. When Scripture calls God ‘a 
rock’ we instinctively know that a kind of comparison is being drawn. There 
is a relationship between God’s steadfastness and the immobility of a rock, 

Bavinck, Reformed 
Dogmatics, 2:107.

ibid.

A strict identification would 
be known as a univocal 

reading, which assumes that 
we can say something about 

the Creator in the same 
sense that we would say 
something of a creature.
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but it would be foolish to ask whether God is made of limestone or granite. 
The claim of those who say all our language about God is analogical is that 
this is true even when Scripture’s speech about God seems more direct.

For instance, when John says that “God is love” (1 John 4:8) we might 
question whether he is speaking analogically. Surely here there is a direct 
correspondence between our love and God’s love? Surely God’s love is 
of the same species as our love? No. Even here, analogy is at play. Why? 
Because our experience of love, our knowledge of love, is only ever as finite, 
created beings. Even the highest expressions and experiences of our love 
are parcelled out over time, limited in their scope and extent. No human 
can give themselves exhaustively and infinitely in love in the way God 
can in eternity. Therefore, we have no direct experience of love which is 
eternal, infinite and uncreated due to our limitations of time, finitude and 
createdness.

What registers in our minds, therefore, when we read ‘God is love’ can only 
ever have an indirect relationship with, rather than exact correspondence 
to, the divine reality to which John refers. Does this mean that God has not 
revealed himself truly? No, because the love that we do know, limited and 
created as it is, is related to divine love, as an effect is related to its cause. 
Human love is a created effect of divine love and there is a connection 
between the two. Nevertheless, there is a difference between the eternal, 
infinite love of God and any love experienced by finite human beings.

There is, of course, a difference between saying ‘God is a rock’ and ‘God 
is love.’ The former is metaphorically true while the other is literally true. 
Love does exist in God’s eternal life, but rocks do not; calling God a rock, 
therefore, is only true at the point of comparison, namely steadfastness, 
while God really is, wholly and fully, love. Yet, given the difference between 
created and uncreated, finite and infinite, the love we know is still only 
analogically related to the love of God in eternity. John Owen captures this 
beautifully in his Communion with God, where he describes the difference 
between our love and God’s love,

They differ in this also: the love of God is like himself, 
equal, constant, not capable of augmentation or 
diminution; our love is like ourselves, unequal, 
increasing, waning, growing, declining. His, like the 
sun, [is] always the same in its light, though a cloud 
may sometimes interpose; ours, as the moon, has its 
enlargements and contractions.

Affirming that all our language about God is analogical does not make God 
unknowable. Instead, it insists that the one who speaks in Scripture really is 
God. A God who could be described in language that directly corresponds 
to created realities would himself be limited to that creation. But with 
analogical language, the eternal, infinite, and perfect God has made himself 

Owen, Works, 
2:29-30. Text 

slightly updated. 
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known. Only if we understand God’s revelation of himself as analogical can 
we really maintain that the infinite has spoken to the finite, that the Creator 
has spoken to the creature.

Analogy, accommodation, and anthropomorphism, therefore, are not a 
denial of divine revelation but its necessary ground, if the infinite God is to 
speak to finite creatures from eternity into time. Any doctrine of Scripture 
that dispenses with any, or all, of these concepts must implicitly deny either 
that God is infinite or that we are finite. That is to say, the alternative to 
recognising accommodation, anthropomorphism and analogy is either a 
God who exists within the created order or creatures that transcend it. Given 
the scriptural injunctions against idolatry (worshipping the finite) and 
human pride (denying our God-given limitations) we would be wise to steer 
clear of both.

d. Reading Difficult Texts with 
Calvin

How, then, do we interpret the texts that appear to show 
that God does change? Let us look at how one Scripture 
reader, John Calvin, handles some of those texts. Calvin 
is an appropriate choice because he is often viewed as 
someone who is committed to the text and as someone 
who stands apart from the rigid theological systems 
of later Calvinist or Reformed Theology. How, then, 
does Calvin deal with a verse like Gen 6:6, “The Lord 
regretted that he had made human beings on the earth, 
and his heart was deeply troubled”? Does he affirm, on 
the basis of the ‘plain reading’ of the text, that God does 
indeed change and can be grieved? He does not. Instead 
Calvin writes, 

The repentance which is here ascribed to God does 
not properly belong to him, but has reference to our 
understanding of him. For since we cannot comprehend 
him as he is, it is necessary that, for our sakes he should, 
in a certain sense, transform himself. That repentance 
cannot take place in God, easily appears from this single 
consideration that nothing happens which is by him 
unexpected or unforeseen. The same reasoning, and 
remark, applies to what follows, that God was affected 
with grief. Certainly God is not sorrowful or sad; but 
remains forever like himself in his celestial and happy 
repose: yet, because it could not otherwise be known how 
great is God’s hatred and detestation of sin, therefore the 
Spirit accommodates himself to our capacity. 

Recent scholarship has demonstrated that Calvin 
and his successors are not fundamentally 

at odds with each other. The most thorough 
demolition of the ‘Calvin vs the Calvinists’ 
thesis is found in Richard Muller’s ‘Calvin 
and the ‘Calvinists’: Assessing Continuities 
and Discontinuities between the Reformation 

and Orthodoxy’ (parts 1 and 2) printed in his 
After Calvin: Studies in the Development of a 

Theological Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2003). 

John Calvin, 
Commentaries 
on the First 
Book of Moses 

Called Genesis, 
commenting on 

Gen 6:6.
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Calvin begins with a clear affirmation of what we have just discussed, 
that neither repentance nor grief can properly be applied to God. Why? 
Because God is eternal, so “nothing happens which is by him unexpected or 
unforeseen”, and impassible, and thus he “remains forever like himself in his 
celestial and happy repose.” Calvin concludes that the apparently ‘passible’ 
language of these verses have “reference to our understanding of him” since 
the “Spirit accommodates himself to our capacity.” But to what end? How 
can it help us to know God if the Bible ascribes repentance to one who 
cannot repent or grief to one who cannot grieve? Calvin answers that the 
words teach us that, 

...from the time when man was so greatly corrupted, 
God would not reckon him among his creatures; as if 
he would say, ‘This is not my workmanship; this is not 
that man who was formed in my image, and whom I had 
adorned with such excellent gifts: I do not deign now 
to acknowledge this degenerate and defiled creature 
as mine.’ Similar to this is what he says, in the second 
place, concerning grief; that God was so offended by the 
atrocious wickedness of men, as if they had wounded his 
heart with mortal grief. 

So Gen 6:6 does teach us about God: sin is so contrary to his character that it 
elicits from him an act that if we saw it in a human would lead us to describe 
that person as grieved and repenting. As he explains in his Institutes, 

What, therefore, does the word ‘repentance’ mean? 
Surely its meaning is like that of all other modes of 
speaking that describe God to us in human terms… Now 
the mode of accommodation is for him to represent 
himself to us not as he is in himself, but as he seems to 
us. Although he is beyond all disturbance of mind, yet 
he testifies that he is angry towards 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 is exercising 
judgment, exhibits the appearance of one kindled and 
angered. 

In the same section, and in a similar way, Calvin takes God’s ‘repentance’ to 
mean a change in the way he acts towards us from our perspective: 

Meanwhile neither God’s plan nor his will is reversed, 
nor his volition altered; but what he had from eternity 
foreseen, approved and decreed, he pursues in 
uninterrupted tenor.

ibid.

Calvin, 
Institutes, 

I.17.13

ibid.
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Genesis 6:6 teaches us about God but, as Bavinck says, 
it does so, in “earthly shades and colours.” Do we see 
in Calvin, then, someone who is embarrassed about 
the scriptural language of God’s repentance and who 
uses his systematic framework to fit the text of Gen 
6:6 into the procrustean bed of classical theism? No. 
Rather, we see Calvin reading Gen 6:6 in the light of 
the whole of Scripture, most notably the description 
of God as Creator in Gen 1, and seeking to understand 
the Scriptures as a coherent whole. Calvin’s approach 
offers us a model for reading the Scriptures in the light 
of the Creator/creation distinction and its implications. 
Yet, in this regard at least, Calvin’s approach is not 
unusual in the context of Christian history. Rather, 
it is the standard way that those who believe in the 
uncreated Creator, Father, Son and Spirit, have read and 
understood the Scriptures. 

three. Answering 
Objections

a. Why Seek Coherence?

Many will feel uncomfortable with Calvin’s approach. 
Does he not end up flattening the text with his own 
framework of what God is like? Many evangelicals will 
be impatient with concepts like ‘anthropomorphism’ 
or ‘analogy’ and instead insist that the text means 
what the text says! Here, though, we come across a 
curious feature of the way that contemporary British 
evangelicals engage with Scripture. Where we find two 
or more texts saying things that seem to be in tension 
historically, the evangelical instinct is, rightly, to seek 
for an explanation that brings the two into coherence. 
For instance, did Jesus clear the temple at the start of his 
ministry (John 2) or at the end (Matt 21), or how exactly 
did Judas die? This is virtually the ABC of evangelical 
biblical interpretation and apologetics and it springs 
from the correct assumption that as the word of God, 
the Scriptures must be free from contradiction.

When we turn to matters of theology, however, this 
desire for coherence is significantly reduced. We are 
urged not to ‘impose a framework’ on the text and 
simply let it speak for itself. This, though, is strange 
because the only reason to believe that the historical 
statements of Scripture are coherent is because the 

Procrustes is a figure from 
Greek mythology who would force 

houseguests to fit into an iron bed, 
either by stretching them on a rack, 

or by cutting off as much of their 
legs as necessary.
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one who authors it is a coherent being. Our belief in 
the historical accuracy and coherence of Scripture 
rests, therefore, on a commitment about the nature of 
reality: that God is a God of truth and that, therefore, 
truth ultimately coheres. But if that is the case, surely 
we should expect his statements about himself to be 
coherent also?

It follows, then, that reading texts which speak of God 
regretting or changing his mind (e.g. Gen 6:6 or Hos 
11:8) in the light of other texts like Rev 4:11 and Mal 
3:6, is not to undermine Scripture’s authority but flows 
directly from our belief in it. If Scripture was not the 
word of God, we would have no need to explain Gen 
6:6 as teaching anything other than that God changed 
his mind in repentance. It is only because we believe 
that Gen 6:6 and Mal 3:6 and Rev 4:11 all come from 
the same authoritative source that we have grounds to 
pursue a conversation between them and expect that 
conversation to end in a harmonious whole. 

Systematic theology, therefore, should never be 
understood to undermine the authority of Scripture; 
rather, to pursue a theological system is to testify that 
we believe Scripture’s authority and the implications 
of that authority. We might put it like this: the classical 
doctrine of God should not be seen as a theological 
holiday from, or exception to, the evangelical doctrine of 
Scripture, for it is, in fact, its only true foundation.

b. Shouldn’t We Just Start with 
Jesus?

Some readers may have followed the preceding 
discussion with increasing impatience. Haven’t we 
started in entirely the wrong place? Shouldn’t a 
distinctively Christian doctrine of God begin, not 
with the notion of God as Creator, but with God as he 
reveals himself to us in Christ? And here, surely, is an 
insurmountable difficulty for the classical doctrine 
of God, for when we look at Christ we see one who 
hungers, thirsts, grows, suffers and dies and yet claims 
to reveal God unambiguously, to be one with the Father 
and, crucially, accepts his disciples’ worship. If we accept 
his claims (and what use is evangelical theology if we do 
not?) then we have in Christ the revelation of a God who 
can change, a God who is open to new experiences and 
new relationships. Isn’t the early church’s understanding 
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of God as immutable and impassible something that 
owes more to Greek philosophy than the revelation of 
God in Christ? A triumph of Aristotle over the Apostles? 

The problem with this line of thinking is that it fails to 
appreciate the context in which Jesus claimed the rights 
of divinity, by accepting worship. There were plenty of 
human figures who claimed divine honours. The unique 
thing about the early church’s worship of Jesus was not 
that they worshipped a man – the entire Roman Empire 
did something like that when it confessed Caesar as 
Lord – but the kind of God they thought Jesus was, 
namely the uncreated Creator of the Hebrew Scriptures. 
It was that Jesus claimed to be this God in human nature 
that was so radical and revolutionary. Maintaining the 
immutability and simplicity of Jesus’ divinity was not, 
therefore, an unfortunate intrusion of the philosophy 
of Aristotle or Plato to an otherwise pristine Jewish 
faith but the aspect of Christianity most indebted to 
the revelation of the Old Testament. The early church 
teaching about the unchanging, absolute and infinite 
nature of Jesus’ divinity owed little to Greek philosophy 
and everything to the very Hebrew conviction that to 
worship anything other than the uncreated Creator is 
idolatry. 

It was to rescue Thomas from that charge of idolatry 
(and Jesus from the charge of blasphemy) that the early 
church maintained that when Thomas worshipped 
the risen Jesus in John 20:28, he was worshipping one 
who was divine, in full possession of the unchanging 
perfection of deity. Additionally, and somewhat 
paradoxically, only the notion that Jesus is fully God 
protects the integrity of Jesus’ full humanity. It is only 
when we realise that Jesus’ divine nature is unable 
to suffer, die or even change, that we realise that he 
experiences those things in his human nature, a human 
nature just like ours except for our sin.

The early church developed this account of Jesus’ two 
natures by asking what the incarnate life of Christ 
reveals about God, and setting out their conclusions in 
the Chalcedonian Definition of A.D. 451. Put simply, 
that definition ascribes two natures to the single person 
of Christ: a divine nature which he has from eternity as 
the Second Person of the Trinity, and a human nature, 
which he assumes at the moment of conception in 
Mary’s womb. Chalcedon seeks to do two things: first, 
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to emphasise the unity of the natures since they belong to a single person, 
the Son; and second, to secure the distinction between the two natures 
which are recognised “without confusion, without change, without division, 
without separation; the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by 
the union.” In this way, the Chalcedonian Definition allows us to ascribe 
change and suffering as genuinely real experiences of his human nature 
(and therefore of his person) while maintaining that Christ’s divine nature 
remains unchangingly perfect and infinite. 

four. The Implications of 
Classical Theism

We have covered a lot of ground and done so relatively quickly. Perhaps, 
though, this discussion has felt like a long, slow, grim march of denials: 
“oh well, actually it doesn’t mean that,” “sorry, I’m afraid you can’t say that”, 
“actually that was in regard to his human nature so what you just said is 
probably heresy.” Why keep trudging on, learning these unfamiliar and 
counter-intuitive concepts? Well, just as a man who learns a language for 
the sake of love must have his grammar corrected if he is ever to understand 
his beloved, so we should study the grammar of classical theism in order 
to better embrace the worship of the heavenly throneroom. For once we 
have become more familiar with the way biblical revelation works, we will 
find in classical theism not a dour, static God but one who is, in the words 
of Heinrich Bullinger, “the abundant fulness, that satisfies all men and all 
things: he is the everlasting well of all good things, which is never drawn 
dry.” The affirmation that God is simple, unchanging, and perfect does not 
drain him of life but ensures that we ascribe him the maximum life possible, 
untouched by creaturely limitation or suffering. It is this God of infinite 
love, power, wisdom and goodness, who is love itself, who is goodness itself, 
who is life itself, who speaks to us in Scripture. It is this God of eternal 
perfection who steps into his creation in Christ. If we fail to see the God of 
classical theism in Scripture, we fail to see the most precious thing of which 
the Scriptures speak.

What difference, then, does believing in and cherishing God as 
unchangingly, eternally perfect make? We can draw out just one implication 
of our discussion. If ultimate reality is found in the one who is, rather than 
in any historical process of becoming, then it re-orientates our assessment 
of human purpose. Of course, the eternal God is directing the process of 
salvation-history, but the goal of that process is the worship and praise 
of the eternal Father, Son and Spirit not only for his work in creation and 
redemption but simply for who he is.

This means that the final goal of human action is not achievement but 
worship; it is not usefulness but adoration. An approach to Scripture that 
concentrates on God’s acts but not on his being, will always tend toward a 
task-orientated, activist Christianity where the urgent question is always, 

Heinrich Bullinger, The 
Decades of Heinrich 
Bullinger: The First and 
Second Decades (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 
1849), 216.
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“are we advancing the Kingdom?” And we will almost 
always imagine that the Kingdom is advancing quicker 
in the church of 500 than in the church of 50 or through 
the gifted personal evangelist or Bible teaching rather 
than the stammering introvert. And, no doubt for the 
best of motives, the pull of pragmatism will always 
tug at our hearts and practice. Church services will be 
viewed as ‘shop windows’ for the visitors; any teaching 
regarded as peripheral to the gospel, ecclesiology, the 
sacraments, even the doctrine of the Trinity itself, can 
be side-lined if inconvenient; and the question will 
return, again and again, have I, or we, done enough? 
Exhaustion, burn-out, and breakdown cannot but be far 
behind. 

But if we view the end of the Bible story, and therefore 
the purpose of human life, as worship of the Triune God, 
then we can bring the end into the middle of the story, 
here and now. Each Sunday, each church, no matter 
what size, can attain to the goal of human existence as 
they worship God in spirit and truth. The paraplegic, 
the housebound, the elderly can worship God with just 
as much piety as the bold Bible teacher or energetic 
evangelist and therefore bring just as much glory to God 
as they do so. Grasping the transcendent, unchanging, 
infinity of Father, Son and Spirit, swings the compass of 
hearts towards what is eternal rather than time-bound, 
what is infinite rather than finite. It liberates us from 
pragmatism and activism, because our first question 
becomes “did I worship God truly?” not “did I advance 
the kingdom?” Our value no longer arises from our 
gifts and achievements but from our status as adopted 
children of the infinite Father.

Such is the liberty and the joy available to those who 
discover the same God in the Scriptures as Augustine, 
Gregory, Calvin and innumerable other saints down the 
centuries. It may be, however, that the way we read the 
Scriptures will have to change in order to do so. We will 
have to relearn the grammar of analogy, accommodation 
and anthropomorphism again to truly grasp what God 
has revealed in his word. This may be a challenging and 
humbling process. Could it be that our very desire to 
take the word of God seriously has led us to downplay 
concepts, like accommodation and analogy, that those 
before us have understood as essential to understanding 
it correctly? Could our methods of interpreting the Bible 
actually obscure and minimise our vision of our Creator? 
If so, they do so at a great cost. 
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Anselm of Canterbury, the great 11th century theologian understood the 
knowledge and love of God as the supreme Triune Creator to be what Jesus 
tells us to ask for so that our “joy may be complete” (John 16:24). Of that 
knowledge he prayed,

Let my mind meditate on it, let my tongue 

speak of it, let my heart love it, let my 

mouth preach it. Let my soul hunger for 

it, let my flesh thirst for it, my whole being 

desire it, until I enter into the ‘joy of the 

Lord (Matt 25:21), who is God, Three in 

One, ‘blessed forever. Amen.’ (Rom 1:25).

May Anselm’s prayer be answered in us all.

Anselm, 
Proslogion, 
chapter 26.

 Questions for further thought and discussion 

1. Do you think we have emphasised what God has done for us at the 
expense of thinking about who God is? What do you make of Graham’s 
suggestion that this produces a church culture in which we emphasise 
activity over the worship and adoration of God?

2. Graham has spoken about accommodation, anthropomorphisms, and 
analogy. Go back and check you understand what each of those mean 
and why Graham thinks they are worth learning.

3. One question the debate around the classical doctrine of God forces us to 
ask is the value we place on historical creeds such as the Apostles' Creed, 
the Chalcedon Definition, the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, and so 
on. What status do these early confessions have in the life of your church 
or the training of your leaders? What status should they have, do you 
think?
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