The Doctrine of God
Lesson 4
The Communicable Attributes of God
(How is God like us in his being, and
in mental and moral attributes?)
REVIEW
Using what the Scriptures teach us about God, we are studying the character of God himself
Lesson 3—The Character of God: Incommunicable Attributes (How is God different from us?)
We can’t say everything the Bible teaches about God’s character at once. We need some way to decide which aspect of
God’s character to discuss first.
Why? There is the possibility that we might emphasize some attributes so much that others would not be
presented properly.
Ex: What might be the results if we were to emphasize the mercy of God without first discussing the justice of
God?
Independence (self-existence; aseity): God does not need us or the rest of creation for anything, yet we and the
rest of creation can glorify him and bring him joy.
Unchangeableness (immutability): God is unchanging in his being, perfections, purposes, and promises, yet God
does act and feel emotions, and he acts and feels differently in response to different situations.
God’s eternity (infinity): God has no beginning, end, or succession of moments in his own being, and he sees all
time equally vividly, yet God sees events in time and acts in time.
God’s omnipresence (unlimited in respect to space): God does not have size or spatial dimensions and is present at
every point of space with his whole being, yet God acts differently in different places
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A. Explanation and Scriptural Basis
a. “Communicable” attributes—more shared with us than those in previous lessons—
therefore they are those attributes of God which should be imitated by us.
b. Not an absolute division between “incommunicable” and “communicable”—understanding the attribute is more
important than being able to categorize it cleanly
c. Also depends on how precise you want to be when making distinctions between various aspects of God’s
character:
i. Are God’s goodness and love two attributes or one?
ii.Knowledge and wisdom, spirituality and invisibility?
d. Our study is simply one of many ways to present the biblical material regarding the character of God
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a. We will divide God’s “communicable” attributes into five major categories:
i. Attributes describing God’s Being
1. Spirituality
2. Invisibility
ii.Mental Attributes
1. Knowledge (omniscience)
2. Wisdom
3. Truthfulness
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iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis
Five Major Categories

4
iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis
Five Major Categories
Moral Attributes

4
iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis
Five Major Categories
Moral Attributes
Goodness

4
iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis
Five Major Categories
Moral Attributes
Goodness
Love

4
iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis
Five Major Categories
Moral Attributes
Goodness
Love
Mercy (Grace, Patience)

4
iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis
Five Major Categories
Moral Attributes
Goodness
Love
Mercy (Grace, Patience)
Holiness

4
iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis
Five Major Categories
Moral Attributes
Goodness
Love
Mercy (Grace, Patience)
Holiness
Peace (or Order)

4
iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis
Five Major Categories
Moral Attributes
Goodness
Love
Mercy (Grace, Patience)
Holiness
Peace (or Order)
Righteousness (or Justice)
4
iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis
Five Major Categories
Moral Attributes
Goodness
Love
Mercy (Grace, Patience)
Holiness
Peace (or Order)
Righteousness (or Justice)
Jealousy
4
iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis
Five Major Categories
Moral Attributes
Goodness
Love
Mercy (Grace, Patience)
Holiness
Peace (or Order)
Righteousness (or Justice)
Jealousy
Wrath
iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

4

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis
Five Major Categories
Moral Attributes
Goodness
Love
Mercy (Grace, Patience)
Holiness
Peace (or Order)
Righteousness (or Justice)
Jealousy
Wrath
iii.

Moral Attributes
1. Goodness
2. Love
3. Mercy (Grace, Patience)
4. Holiness
5. Peace (or Order)
6. Righteousness (or Justice)
7. Jealousy
8. Wrath

4

Explanation and
Scriptural Basis

5
iv.

Attributes of Purpose
1. Will
2. Freedom
3. Omnipotence (or Power, and Sovereignty)
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v. “Summary” Attributes
1. Perfection
2. Blessedness
3. Beauty
4. Glory
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A. Attributes Describing God’s Being
a. Spirituality: God exists as a being that is not made of any matter, has no parts or dimensions, is unable to be
perceived by our bodily senses, and is more excellent than any other type of existence.
i. What is God made of? Flesh and blood like us? Certainly not. What then is the material that forms his
being? Pure energy? Pure thought?
ii.The answer from scripture is none of these.
iii.

John 4:24 “God is spirit” (in the context of a discussion over where God should be worshipped)

iv.

We should not think of God as having size or dimension (even infinite size or dimension)

v. Ps. 139:7-8 “Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the
heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.”
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i. God forbids his people to think of his very being as similar to anything else in the physical creation (the
2nd Commandment—Ex. 20:4-6)
1. Why did pagans portray God as a calf? (strong and full of life). Why is this dishonoring to God?
2. What is God jealous to protect? His honor. He is angered when his glory is diminished.
ii.Since God is unlike anything in the created universe, we must define his being as “spirit”
1. An existence unlike anything else in creation—far superior to our own
2. So superior that God has eternal being as a spirit and has caused everything else to come into
existence
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i. Should this attribute be better considered “incommunicable”?
1. Appropriate in some ways
2. But God has given us spirits in which we worship him
a. John 4:24: “God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.”
b. 1 Cor. 14:14: “For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my mind is unfruitful.”
3. And with which the Spirit of God joins to bear witness to our adoption in God’s family (Rom. 8:16)
4. And in which we pass into the Lord’s presence when we die
a. Luke 23:46: “Jesus called out with a loud voice, "Father, into your hands I commit my
spirit." When he had said this, he breathed his last.”
b. Eccl. 12:7: “and the dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God
who gave it.”
ii.Therefore there is clearly some “communication” from God to us of a spiritual nature that is similar to his
own nature, though certainly not in all respects.
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a. Invisibility. God’s total essence, all of his spiritual being, will never be able to be seen by us, yet God still
shows himself to us through visible created things.
i. Many passages in the Bible refer to God as not able to be seen:
1. John 1:18: “No one has ever seen God”
2. 1 Tim. 1:17: “Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for
ever and ever. Amen.”
3. 1 Tim. 6:16: “who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen
or can see. To him be honor and might forever. Amen.”
ii.These passages were all written after events where people had actually seen some outward
manifestation of God. (e.g. Ex. 33:11; 20)
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i. There must therefore be some sense in which God could not be seen at all, but that there was also some
outward form or manifestation of God which at least in part was able to be seen by man.
ii.So, we can say that God’s total essence will never be able to be seen by us, nevertheless, God still
shows something of himself to us through visible, created things (e.g. Man created in God’s image, the
creation, etc.)…
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i. …through theophanies—appearances of God:
1. God appeared to Abraham (Gen. 18)
2. Jacob wrestled with God (Gen 32)
3. The people of Israel saw God in the cloud and in the fire (Ex. 13)
4. The elders of Israel saw a vision of God (Ex. 24)
5. Manoah and his wife saw an angel and claimed “we have seen God” (Judges 13)
6. Isaiah saw the Lord seated on his throne (Is. 6)
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i. Greater than theophanies is the person of Jesus Christ himself.
1. John 14:9: “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.”
2. Col. 1:15: “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation.”
3. Jesus is a unique visible manifestation of God that was not available to believers who saw
theophanies in the Old Testament
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i. Will we be able to see God in Heaven?
1. Matt. 5:8: “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.”
2. 1 Cor. 13:12: “Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face.”
3. 1 John 3:2: “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made
known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.”
4. Not clear what sense we will be able to “see” the Father. But this “seeing” is often referred to as the
“beatific vision”. This vision will be the consummation of our knowing God and will give us full delight
and joy for all eternity.
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