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  “Using the triadic   analytical technique derived from the truth of the Trinity, Poythress   continues his quest for an undistorted, biblical understanding of the   sciences, this time zeroing in on linguistics and sociology. This is a   work of first-rate thinking. Demanding yet enriching, this book is a   major contribution to modern reformation and its intellectual renewal.” 


  
J. I. Packer, Board of Governors’ Professor of Theology, Regent College; author, Knowing God 



  “In   the spirit of Abraham Kuyper, Vern Poythress has given us a valuable   guide to thinking about godly relationships in our secular world. He   develops a biblical understanding of how the distortions of sin have   fractured our relationships with God and his people. I commend Poythress   for his insightful thinking in this book, which joins the ranks of his   similar contributions on science and literature.” 


  
J. Lanier Burns, Research Professor of Theological Studies, Senior Professor of Systematic Theology, Dallas Theological Seminary 


  “It   is fairly common today for preachers and theologians to speak of   relationships as crucial to the gospel, and to invoke the divine Trinity   as the ultimate model therein, but this point has rarely been presented   in theological depth. Poythress takes up that task, showing in great   detail the biblical depth of this picture. He explains that human   relationships make no sense apart from God’s nature, creation, and   providence. Indeed, this book presents a powerful argument against the   exclusion of God from sociology and psychology. And it extends the   argument of his recent books (on interpretation, science, and language)   that the God of Scripture is the foundation for everything human.” 


  
John M. Frame, J. D. Trimble Chair of Systematic Theology and Philosophy, Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando 


  “Vern   Poythress has done thinking Christians a great service by engaging in   rigorous theological reflection on relationships—that all-important   facet of human existence that we are inescapably immersed in, are shaped   by, and yet often take for granted. Church leaders will benefit from   this fine book.” 


  
D. Michael Lindsay, Assistant Professor of Sociology, Rice University; author, Faith in the Halls of Power 
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  To my wife and sons,   


  whom the Lord has given me   


  in precious relationships 
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  Why Relationships?


  Why   a book about social relationships? We can find books with advice about   devotional life, marriage, friendships, romance, and child rearing. We   can also find books about large-scale social issues such as poverty,   economics, politics, and law. Some of these are solidly based on the   Bible. Because the Bible is God’s own word, it provides us with guidance   in all these areas. The advice from these books may be wise, but as   some of the books would themselves admit, mere advice is not enough. We   need God’s power, provided in Christ. We need fellowship with him. And   we need a whole view of the world in which God is our God and is the   most important and valued person in our life. 


    

  The Challenge of a Modern Worldview 


      A   modern secular world presses in on us. If we listen to it and absorb   too much of its message, we neglect to make God central. We think and   act in relationships as if they were independent of God. Modern, secular   thinking masters our minds instead of Christ being the Master in all   areas of our life. 


  So we need to have a biblically based worldview that includes a sound view of our relationships. I want us to rethink the foundations of   our relationships, and not just to offer advice or a superficial tour   of those relationships. God is the Creator of the whole world in all its   dimensions. He has established his own wise order for our   relationships. His order and his presence are essential to life and to   relationships. We need to learn how to praise God for the world of   relationships that he has given us. 


    

    

      Linguistic and Sociological Study of the Bible 


      I   have a second reason for considering relationships. In the last few   decades, academic study of the Bible has come to include a significant   body of studies using linguistic and sociological approaches. The   Society of Biblical Literature, a major academic society for studying   the Bible, has several “Program Units” or sections devoted to linguistic   and sociological studies. In fact, linguistics and sociology and social   anthropology are beginning to influence biblical studies far more   broadly than just in those studies that self-consciously adopt their   techniques. 


  In   principle, these studies could make a helpful contribution. The Bible   is written in language, and so linguistics is pertinent. The Bible is   written to people living in particular cultural settings, and so social   and cultural thinking are pertinent. 


      But   linguistic and sociological approaches inevitably come with   assumptions. Often, these assumptions are influenced by a secular view   of science. According to this view, the task of science is to observe   and analyze phenomena “objectively,” without making religious   assumptions. In the process, scientists begin to assume that God can be   left out of their reckoning. If God is left out, sin is left out. And if   God and sin are left out of the reckoning at the beginning, in the   foundations of an academic discipline, they may be also left out at the   end, in the theories and the conclusions. Or if God is not left out   altogether, the god who gets brought in is not really the God described   in the Bible, but a limited, tamed-down substitute. 


      How   is God left out? Language is treated as purely human language, with God   excluded from being an essential participant in the use of language.   Society is treated as purely human society, with God as a person   excluded from it. So sin and its effects have to be redefined, and then   the remedy for sin has to be redefined. 


      Sin   laces language with deceit and laces society with oppression and   suffering. If God is not the remedy, what is? People have tried all   kinds of alternatives. One possible alternative says that rather than   sin being the problem, some structure in language or society or both   imprisons us and keeps us from authentic living. And there is a grain of   truth in what they say, since language and society, and not merely   individuals, show effects from sin. These effects of sin bring untold   suffering and damage, and press the lives of human beings more deeply   into misery and sin. 


      Even our thinking about   society becomes distorted when we lose God’s illumination about our   plight. For example, people may say that we cannot escape from language   in order to think and see and talk about the world outside of the   limitations and social effects of a language that we have inherited from   our forebears. Neither can we escape from society and culture in order   to think and see the world of human beings from outside the prejudices   that culture has transmitted to us. In both language and culture we are   trapped by the limits of our humanity. In this view, the basic problem   is no longer sin but being finite (being human). And indeed being finite is a problem, but only when you are alienated from God who is infinite. 


      When   people apply this view to studying the Bible, they may easily conclude   that the Bible is imprisoned by the languages and cultures of its   origin. Some 


      people   may still want to say that God speaks in the Bible in some sense. But   they would claim that God limits himself, and his speech never rises   above the prison of the cultures in which it originated. People who   think in this way radically restrict the Bible’s power to speak in   criticism of our lives and our cultures. 


      How   do we deal with possible biases introduced from linguistics and   sociology? The task is not easy. In the end, we have to rethink all of   linguistics and all of sociology, because foundational assumptions about   the nature of the world and the nature of humanity and the causes of   human disorders affect the disciplines as a whole. Because linguistics   and sociology and our modern world are heavily influenced by natural   sciences, the same concerns arise with respect to natural sciences such   as physics, chemistry, and biology. 


    

    

      My Role 


      How   do I fit in with these concerns? I have spent most of my career   teaching New Testament at Westminster Theological Seminary in   Philadelphia. I have had the privilege of studying the Bible intensely.   But now I find that such study can be disrupted and distorted by   assumptions that are alien to the character of the Bible and to the God   who inspired its writing. These alien assumptions sometimes come from   natural science, linguistics, or sociology. To have a healthy study of   the Bible, we need also a healthy understanding in other areas affecting   the study of the Bible. But to have a healthy view of any area of our   lives, we need to receive the healthy instruction of the Bible and apply   it to that area. 


  And   so I have looked to the instruction in the Bible and thought about its   implications for various areas of life. I have then found myself writing   books that venture out into these areas in the modern world, and   especially into areas that today affect the study of the Bible directly   or indirectly. I write in order to stimulate the reconfiguration and   transformation of our worldview. 


      The   Bible gives us instruction and power that enable us to undertake this   transformation. The Bible transforms the way we ought to think about and   conduct natural sciences, as I have tried to show in Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (2006). It transforms the way we think about language, as I have tried to show in the book In the Beginning Was the Word: Language—A God-Centered Approach (2009).   It transforms the way we think about society, culture, and   relationships, as I try to show in this present book. This book is   therefore a sister to the book on language (In the Beginning). It   is more like a daughter or a niece to the one about science, since   social sciences and natural sciences confront somewhat different   challenges. 


    

    

      Abraham Kuyper’s Vision 


      The   Bible’s instruction has a unique role, because it is the word of God.   But I have also been encouraged by a secondary source, namely Abraham   Kuyper’s book Lectures on Calvinism.1 Abraham   Kuyper observed that according to the Bible Jesus Christ is Lord—Ruler   and King of the entire universe (Eph. 1:20–22; Phil. 2:9–11). His   lordship and authority extend to every sphere of life. In his book   Kuyper accordingly devoted a chapter each to religion, politics,   science, and art. Christ, he claimed, is Lord over all these areas. 


  Kuyper   also believed that the fall into sin made a difference. Ever since the   fall, our lives and our thinking have been in disorder and rebellion.   This rebellion works its way not only into religion, but also into   politics, science, art, and other spheres. The Christian, who has been   redeemed by Christ and has committed himself to be a follower of Christ,   must loyally follow Christ in every sphere of life: religion and   politics and science and art alike. Thinking in these spheres has been   corrupted by sin and accordingly must be transformed. Kuyper thought   that such transformation had not yet been adequately done. 


      In   the generations after Kuyper a number of people took up Kuyper’s   challenge. They worked at transformation of thought. Advances took   place. But along with the advances came some misjudgments, in my   opinion. So work still needs to be done. And that is why I am writing.   Reflection needs to continue in the natural sciences and in linguistics   and sociology. So I have produced the books in these three areas.   Others, I hope, will build on what I have done and will correct what I   still have left amiss. 


      I   hope that my books may contribute directly to transforming the fields   of study that they address. But I hope also that they will indirectly   help us in studying the Bible. We work toward healthy views of languages   and of societies in order to have a healthy environment in which we   study the Bible fruitfully. Through this study we grow in Christ and   begin to glorify God in all of life. 
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        1Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism (Grand   Rapids: Eerdmans, 1931), compiled from six lectures given in 1898 at   Princeton University under the auspices of the L. P. Stone Foundation. 
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      Considering Personal Relationships






          It is not good that the man should be alone.


     

        —Genesis 2:18


      


      What   would it be like to live all alone on an uninhabited island? If the   island had sufficient food resources, a clever person might survive for a   long time. But it would not be good; he would be lonely. 


  We   live in company with fellow human beings. God made us that way. He made   us to be in relationships. First and foremost, we are designed to have a   personal relationship with God himself. But God planned that we would   also have relationships with other human beings, and we would benefit   from the cooperation and the comradeship. We benefit as adults, but we   benefited even more strikingly when we were infants. In reality, none of   us is “self-made.” God made us. And then we had someone to take care of   us while we were young. At that point, a relationship was essential. 


    Human   social relationships are wonderful and mysterious. They are so because   they are a gift of God to us. They reflect and reveal him. How do   relationships reflect God? According to the Bible, God himself is   personal. God is one God in three persons. Within God, the persons—the   Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—have rich personal relations with   one another. We are made like God, and that is why we can enjoy personal   relationships. When we relate to one another, we rely on resources and   powers that find their origin in God. We can appreciate personal   relationships more deeply, and interact more wisely, if we come to know   God and see his place in these relationships. 


    Because I am a follower of Christ, I trust in the Bible as the word of God.1 The   Bible is a foundational resource for my thinking about personal   relationships. From time to time we will look briefly at other views of   humanity and human relationships. But my primary purpose is to help   people increase their appreciation for relationships, using the Bible   for guidance. If you as a reader are not yet convinced about the Bible, I   would still invite you to think with me about relationships. The actual   character of relationships does, I believe, confirm what the Bible   says. 


    
[image: ]

      1Interested   readers may consult many works that show at length that the Bible is   the word of God. See, among others, Benjamin B. Warfield, The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1948); D. A. Carson and John D. Woodbridge, eds., Scripture and Truth (Grand   Rapids: Zondervan, 1983). It is an important issue, so important that   it deserves much more space than we could take here. 
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      The Importance of Relationships




        Two are better than one, because they have a good reward    for their toil. For if they fall, one will lift up his fellow.    But woe to him who is alone when he falls and has not another    to lift him up! Again, if two lie together, they keep warm,    but how can one keep warm alone? And though a man might    prevail against one who is alone, two will withstand him—   a threefold cord is not quickly broken. 


        —Ecclesiastes 4:9–12 


  


      Personal   relationships have a central role in human living. We spend a lot of   our time interacting with other people—talking, listening, helping,   cooperating in work and in leisure. When relationships degenerate, we   may feel the effects keenly: we may hate others; we may quarrel, fight,   backstab, envy, covet, lie, slander, steal, and murder. We may suffer   when other people hurt us. Relationships can clearly be for both good   and ill. Not only in the family but in almost every other sphere of life   we experience human relationships. Education depends on relations   between teacher and student and between fellow students. Businesses   depend on relations of employer and employee, supervisor and   subordinate, and teams of workers in cooperative effort. Communication,   news, and entertainment, whether by television, radio, newspapers, or   the Internet, involve relationships between communicators, news   reporters, entertainers, and recipients. We can enter into relationships   in friendships, social organizations, businesses, churches, charities,   political parties, governmental organizations, military organizations,   and sports. 


      Large   organizations like national governments, big-business corporations,   universities, and mass media organizations demonstrate the importance of   relationships in another way. Their very existence is closely tied to   relationships. They continue to exist because they are maintained   through a vast number of internal relationships among those who work in   them. And their influence on others relies heavily on what other people   know and think about them. A business, for example, depends on people’s   trust in its reputation and their knowledge of the products that it   offers for sale. A national government functions most effectively when   the people freely recognize its authority, rather than regarding it as   an unwelcome oppressor. 


      Some   activities, such as gardening, do not demand the immediate presence of   another human being. But even they gain significance from a larger   context of human life in which relationships have an indispensable role.   We practice gardening using advice and examples from other people. We   may have obtained the seeds or seedlings from a nursery or gardening   shop. We may work our garden with benefits in mind that extend to other   people. And gardening can be more pleasant if we are talking with a   friend while doing it. We could go on. Many of the most significant and   precious moments in life gain significance through relationships. So   examining our relationships could contribute significantly to   reorienting our lives. That is why we are going to take a long look at   relationships and their meaning. 


      

        The Importance of Relationships in the Bible 


        The   Bible confirms the importance of relationships. It says that in the   beginning God created human beings in his image: “Let us make man in our   image, after our likeness” (Gen. 1:26). Human beings are created like God,   and the likeness includes his personal character. Human beings thus   have capability for personal relationships, involving knowing, loving,   and communicating with others. 


        The   first recorded interaction between God and man shows a personal   relationship. God spoke to human beings concerning their task: “And God   blessed them. And God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and fill   the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the sea and   over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on   the earth’” (Gen. 1:28). This speech showed a relationship of   communication and personal responsibility between God and human beings.   The personal responsibility came into focus more pointedly when God   introduced a special prohibition: “And the Lord God commanded the man,   saying, ‘You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree   of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day   that you eat of it you shall surely die’” (Gen. 2:16–17). Adam and Eve,   the first human beings, violated their relationship with God when they   disobeyed and fell into sin. But that was not the end of their   relationship with God. God gave hope to Adam and Eve through a promise   of redemption, which demonstrated a continuing possibility of positive   fellowship with God (Gen. 3:15). 


        Among   human beings, family relationships play an important role. God   established the relationship of marriage even before the beginning of   human rebellion (Gen. 2:18–25). The human race grows through families   who bear children and raise them (Gen. 4:1–5:32). Parents have a   responsibility to train their children (Deut. 6:6–7; Eph. 6:4). Children   must maintain a relationship of respect toward their parents (Ex.   20:12; Eph. 6:1–3). 


        God   also established the beginning of civil government when he gave   instructions on how to deal with cases of murder (Gen. 9:5–6). We can   see more complex governmental organization in Egypt (e.g., Gen.   41:37–57), in the kings of Israel (1 Chronicles 22–29), and in Babylon   (Daniel 1–6). God established these governments and accomplished his   will through them, even though they did not always act justly (Gen.   45:5; 50:20; Dan. 2:36–45; 4:34–35; 7:17–27; Rom. 13:1–3). 


        In the Old Testament God’s relations to human beings come to particular expression in covenants.   We will look at covenants more closely at a later point. Roughly   speaking, a covenant is a kind of pact, an agreement that establishes a   relationship between two parties. God made a covenant with Abraham and   his descendants (Genesis 17), and later with the nation of Israel   through Moses (Exodus 24). Jesus inaugurated a covenant at the Last   Supper (Matt. 26:28). God’s covenants with human beings express a   commitment on God’s part to a special people, and they look forward to a   time when God will accomplish final and definitive redemption.   Redemption includes the healing of the relation between God and mankind   that was broken by human rebellion. 


        The   healing of the relationship was accomplished when Jesus Christ came   into the world and carried out his work. Jesus acted to restore a proper   relationship of love between God and human beings, and a relation of   love among human beings. His teachings have much to say about human   relationships in their many dimensions. But his actions,   especially his death and his resurrection from the dead, took place in   order to effect reconciliation in the relation between God and man, and   then, as a further result, reconciliation in human relationships with   one another: “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one   another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another” (   John 13:34). 


        The   “gospel” or good news that the Bible proclaims tells how Jesus’s work   restored relationships, and what we are to do in responding to God and   what he accomplished. The Bible’s message addresses relationships in all   their dimensions. 


        Our   response to the message in the Bible includes a response in changing   our relationships. First of all, we need to be reconciled to God,   against whom we have rebelled. In other words, our relationship with God   needs to be restored. In addition, reconciliation with God has   implications for our future relationship to God and to others. Jesus   summarizes our obligations to God in two central commandments, both of   which involve relationships: 


        “Teacher,   which is the great commandment in the Law?” And he [ Jesus] said to   him, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all   your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first   commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as   yourself. On these two commandments depend all the Law and the   Prophets.” (Matt. 22:36–40) 


        Living   your life as God designed you to live it means living fruitfully in   relationships. If you are genuinely carrying out God’s two commands—for   relationship with God and relationship with other people—you are   pleasing God and fulfilling the true goal of your existence. So   relationships are vital in your life. 
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        God’s Involvement   with Relationships
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  Relationships and the Trinity


  

    The Father loves the Son and has given all things into his hand. 


    —John 3:35 


  


  How   do we go about understanding human relationships? Human relationships   have a close relation to the Trinitarian character of God. In fact, the   Trinitarian character of God is the deepest starting point for   understanding personal relationships. So we need to look at what the   Bible teaches about God in his Trinitarian character. 


    

      The Trinity 


      The   Bible teaches that God is one God, and that he exists in three persons,   the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. I will not undertake to   defend orthodox Trinitarian doctrine in detail, because this has already   been done many times.1 Let me mention   briefly only a small number of evidences. In addressing the polytheism   of surrounding nations, the Old Testament makes it clear that there is   only one true God, the God of Israel, who is the only Creator (Genesis   1; see Deut. 6:4; 32:39; Isa. 40:18–28). The New Testament introduces   further revelation about the distinction of persons in God, but it   everywhere presupposes the unity of one God as revealed in the Old   Testament. The New Testament does not repudiate but reinforces the Old   Testament: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Mark 12:29). “You believe that God is one; you do well” ( James 2:19). 


      Second,   the New Testament dramatically affirms the deity of Christ the Son of   God by applying to him Old Testament verses that use the tetragrammaton,   the sacred name of God: “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord   will be saved” (Rom. 10:13; from Joel 2:32, which has the   tetragrammaton).2 We also find explicit affirmations that Jesus is God in John 1:1 (“. . . and the Word was God”) and John 20:28. The Holy Spirit is God, according to Acts 5:3–4.3 The   distinction between the persons is regularly evident in John, when John   expresses the relation of two persons as that of Father and Son, and   when the Spirit is described as “another Helper,” indicating that he is   distinct from the Son ( John 14:16). 


  God Has Personal Relations within Himself 


      The   New Testament indicates that the persons of the Trinity speak to one   another and enjoy profound personal relations with one another. These   relationships within God show us the ultimate foundation for thinking   about human personal relationships. God establishes a personal   relationship with us, but, in addition, the persons of the Trinity have   personal relations to one another. Personal relationships exist not   solely among human beings, but also in divine-human relationships, and   even in divine-divine relationships. Approaches that conceive of   personal and social relationships only with reference to human beings   are accordingly one-sided, reductionistic. 


  What   evidence does the Bible give for divine-divine personal relationship?   Divine relationships crop up again and again in the Gospel of John where   Jesus talks about his relation as Son to the Father. For example, “The   Father loves the Son and shows him all that he himself is doing” ( John   5:20). “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper   [the Spirit]” ( John 14:16). The relationship between the Father and the   Son includes asking, commanding, loving, and each “glorifying” the   other ( John 13:31–32; 17:4–5). 


      The   statements recorded in the Gospel of John mostly focus on Jesus’s   relation to the Father during his time on earth. But they reflect   eternal truths. The Son, the second person of the Trinity, always   existed, according to John 1:1. He became a human being at a specific   point in time, which was the beginning of Jesus’s life on earth: “The   Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory   as of the only Son from the Father” ( John 1:14). This becoming human is   called the incarnation. 


  What   Jesus said and did on earth, he said and did as both God and man. So   his work on earth was in harmony with his eternal relation to the   Father. The statement “the Father loves the Son” ( John 5:20 and 3:35)   applies to Jesus’s earthly life; but it also applies eternally. The   Father has always loved the Son, even before his incarnation. The   language about the Father “sending” the Son implies that the Father was   Father and the Son was Son even before he was “sent” to earth in the   incarnation (see John 5:23, 37; 10:36; Gal. 4:4; and elsewhere). And it   implies that the Father and the Son already had together a plan for   sending the Son before the moment when the sending took place in his   incarnation. 


      So   far we have considered two persons of the Trinity, the Father and the   Son. There is also a third, the Holy Spirit. The designation of the Holy   Spirit as “another Helper” ( John 14:16) indicates that the Holy Spirit   is a person distinct from the Son and from the Father. The fact that   the Holy Spirit “proceeds from the Father” and that the Son “sends” him   from the Father indicates that the Spirit enjoys personal relations with   both the Father and the Son (see John 15:26). The three persons agree   in their purposes, and one carries out the intentions of another. 


      The Spirit’s relation to the Father and the Son also comes to light in the communication and sharing of knowledge among them: 


      When   the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he   will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will   speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will   glorify me [ Jesus], for he will take what is mine and declare it to   you. All that the Father has is mine; therefore I said that he will take   what is mine and declare it to you. ( John 16:13–15) 


    

    

  Distinct Roles of the Persons of the Trinity in Personal Relations 


      Since   the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are three distinct persons, we may   expect rich, many-dimensional personal relations among them. They know   one another; they love one another; they are in harmony in their   purposes; as divine persons, they share in the divine characteristics,   such as omnipresence, omniscience, omnipotence, immutability,   righteousness, holiness, truth, and eternality. They dwell in one   another (“coinherence”). 


      But   we can also see distinctions among the persons in the relations that   they have with one another. As we observed, the Father is Father and the   Son is Son. The Father has a fatherly relation to the Son, and the Son   has a filial relation to the Father. These are distinct personal   relations. 


      The   Father and the Son enjoy their Father-Son relation from all eternity.   But it is also expressed or made manifest in time when the Son becomes   incarnate. The angel who announces the virgin birth of Christ to Mary   says, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most   High [God] will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be   called holy—the Son of God” (Luke 1:35). Note the word therefore.   The child will be called “the Son of God” because God himself—God the   Father—will “overshadow you,” and the child will be conceived by the   special exercise of God’s power, without a human father. God himself is   the child’s father, and so the child is definitely “the Son of God.” 


      We   have already affirmed that the Son of God was always Son of God in   relation to the Father who was always the Father. The virgin birth of   Christ is not in tension with this eternal reality. Rather, the virgin   birth is an appropriate manifestation in its particular time and place   of what was always the case in God, but it becomes newly manifest to   humanity because the Son has now become “flesh,” a human being. 


      In   addition the third person of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, has a   distinctive role in the virgin birth. “The Holy Spirit will come upon   you,” says the angel, in an expression parallel to “the power of the   Most High will overshadow you.” The power of the Most High, the power of   God the Father, operates through the coming and presence of the Holy   Spirit. God the Father is the divine Father who fathers the Son in the   virgin birth. And the Holy Spirit is present as the power of God who   empowers the conception of the Son. Both Father and Spirit are present,   but in distinctive ways. 


      Since   the virgin birth and conception are in harmony with who God always is,   we may infer that the Father fathers the Son eternally and that in this   act of fathering the Holy Spirit is the empowerer. The old-fashioned   word for fathering is begetting, and accordingly the   Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed uses the term to express the relations   of the persons of the Godhead: “I believe . . . in one Lord Jesus   Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father; by whom all things were made. . . .” 


      The Bible also uses the term beget to designate the resurrection of Christ: 


      And we bring you the good news that what God promised to the fathers, this he has fulfilled to us their children by raising Jesus, as also it is written in the second Psalm, 


      

        “You are my Son, 


        today I have begotten you.” (Acts 13:32–33; quoting Ps. 2:7) 


      


  Acts   13 applies the language of “begetting” in Psalm 2 to the resurrection   of Christ (“raising Jesus”). In the resurrection the sonship of Jesus   was displayed openly, and as the representative man he entered into a   new phase of the exercise of his sonship. Romans 1:3–4 indicates the new   phase: the gospel concerns “his Son, who was descended from David   according to the flesh and was declared to be the Son of God in power   according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead,   Jesus Christ our Lord.” Christ’s resurrection took place through the   power of the Holy Spirit: “If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from   the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will   also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in   you” (Rom. 8:11). The resurrection of Christ, like the virgin conception   of Christ, was in harmony with the eternal personal relations among the   persons of the Trinity (see fig. 2.1). 
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  The   Father has a fatherly personal relation to the Son through the Spirit.   These relations among the divine persons are of deep importance to us   because they are the ultimate foundation for human personal relations.   You and I have the capacity for personal relationships because God gave   us an ability analogous to his own personal relationships among the   persons of the Trinity. 


      Many people take their   starting point from human personal relations. They reason that we first   know about earthly fathers and earthly sons. Then, by some kind of leap   or extension, we project the earthly personal relationship of   father-and-son into the sky, and we talk in a metaphorical way about God   as “Father.” Similarly, they would say that the spirit of a human being   functions as the starting point for talking about the Spirit of God.   But we should rather think through our own human relationships with God   as our starting point. After all, he is the original. We are   derivative. The original father is God the Father. Any earthly father is   “father” only by analogy to the ultimate Father. Human beings have a   spiritual aspect because the Holy Spirit exists eternally (1 Cor. 2:11;   see fig. 2.2). Human fathers and human sons exist and their family   relations exist only because we are made in the image of God, who is the   original Father (see fig. 2.3). 
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      The   Gospel of John talks about other aspects of the personal relations   within the Godhead. One such aspect is mutual love. “The Father loves the   Son and has given all things into his hand” ( John 3:35). This reality   shows that the Father-Son relation involves not merely “begetting” but   also a continuing activity of loving. 


  In   addition, the Son loves the Father ( John 14:31). The love that the   Father has for his Son is expressed by the Father giving the Spirit to   the Son: “He gives the Spirit without measure” ( John 3:34). This verse   about the giving of the Spirit describes the bounty of the Father to the   Son immediately before the affirmation about the Father’s love (v. 35).   The Father also expresses his relationship to his Son by giving “all   things” to him, according to John 3:35. Another aspect of the   relationship is communication. “For I [ Jesus] have given them [the   disciples] the words that you [the Father] gave me” ( John 17:8). The   Spirit also participates in a relationship of hearing the Father and the   Son ( John 16:13).4 


      We   can add still more aspects. The Father “sends” the Son and the Spirit.   This sending indicates a personal sharing of purposes, and the Son doing   “as the Father commanded me” ( John 14:31) indicates a relation of   command and commandment keeping. The language of the dwelling of the   persons of the Trinity in one another indicates a deep sharing.   Knowledge of one person in the Trinity involves knowledge of the   others.5 The giving of life and the giving of judgment are also activities in which the persons share (see John 5:22, 26). 


    

    

      The uniqueness of God 


      We   have seen many kinds of analogy between God and human beings, and   between divine persons and human persons. But God is unique in his   infinity. God is God, and there is no other. The three persons of the   Trinity are all one God, and it is a mystery that only God comprehends.   No analogy from creatures and creaturely relationships captures or   explains thoroughly who God is. 


      The   personal relationships within the Trinity are infinitely deep. In their   depth they exceed what we as creatures know. Human relationships do not   have this same depth, but they do derive from a divine foundation. So   our relationships both with God and with fellow human beings have a   weight and a significance. They reflect the goodness and the wisdom and   the love of God. They are not just tacked on as an afterthought. Human   relationships, when rightly ordered, reflect the glory of God. If we   understand the personal character of God, we ought to be motivated to   thank God for who we are as personal creatures with a capacity for   relationships. And when we grasp the weightiness of our relationships,   we should be motivated to try to serve God in the way we conduct   relationships. 


      
[image: ]

        1For a recent discussion, see John M. Frame, The Doctrine of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2002), 619–735. 


        2The tetragrammaton is YHWH (Hebrew, hwhy, “Jehovah”), often translated in Greek as kyrios,   “Lord”.   


        3Acts 5:3–4 indicates that to lie to the Holy Spirit is to lie to God. 


        4See Vern S. Poythress, In the Beginning Was the Word: Language—A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009), especially chap. 2.


           5Ibid. 
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      God Creating Human Beings




        Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.    And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea    and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock    and over all the earth and over every creeping thing    that creeps on the earth.”   So God created man in his own image,   in the image of God he created him;   male and female he created them.   And God blessed them. And God said to them,    “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it    and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds    of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” 


        —Genesis 1:26–28 


  


      Human   personal activities are possible because human beings are created to be   like God (“God created man in his own image,” Gen. 1:27). We are able   to love, to give, to communicate, to share purposes, to obey   commandments, and so on. We do these things because God made us in a way   that reflects his own character and the eternal relations among the   persons of the Trinity (see fig. 3.1). Of course there are also   differences between God the original and man the image. God is infinite   and we are finite. God knows all things and we do not. Saying that human   beings are God’s image does not deny the differences; but it does   invite us to note the analogies. 
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      God   not only has created us to be who we are but also sustains who we are.   The Holy Spirit sustains human creational life, as well as redemptive   life: 


  

        The Spirit of God has made me,   


        and the breath of the Almighty gives me life. ( Job 33:4) 


  


      

        If he [God] should set his heart to it   


        and gather to himself his spirit and his breath,   


        all flesh would perish together,   


        and man would return to dust. ( Job 34:14–15) 


  


      God   is present through his Spirit, sustaining our everyday activities of   living and breathing. It follows also that he is present in sustaining   and empowering our activities of loving, giving, communicating,   commanding, and obeying. 


    God   has impressed his Trinitarian character on our relationships. Whenever   we interact in relationships, we rely on what he has given us. We also   rely on the mutual indwelling of the persons of the Trinity. Because of   this indwelling, our relationships hold together. In our relationships,   we live in the presence of God, who through the Spirit gives us life and   empowers us. Tacitly, we are trusting in God’s faithfulness and   consistency and wisdom. 


    This   is true even when non-Christians have relationships. But they have   suppressed awareness of their dependence on God, as Romans 1:19–21   indicates: 


    For   what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it   to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and   divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of   the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without   excuse. For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or   give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their   foolish hearts were darkened. 


    We   saw in the previous chapter that the Father expresses his love for the   Son by giving the Holy Spirit. This loving relationship is the archetype   or original pattern for God’s relationship with human beings. Through   the Son of God, God has opened the way to be reconciled to him and to   have a relationship of love with him. In this relationship he has taken   the initiative by showing his love to us through Christ: “God shows his   love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us”   (Rom. 5:8). God sends us the Spirit of Christ to enable us to respond to   his love (Rom. 8:9–17). The response includes learning to listen to   God’s voice and learning to pray to him. In this response we reflect the   love that Christ has for the Father. 


    Relationships   among human beings also reflect divine relationships. In a human   relationship one person may take the initiative. If Abe gives Bill a   gift or an order, Abe is the initiator. In an unfallen world, this   initiative would always be an expression of love. Abe the human   initiator is like God the Father. Bill the recipient is like the Son.   And the giving from one person to another that takes place in the   relationship is like the Spirit. These three aspects must hold together   in order for a relationship to have integrity. Abe and Bill and the   actions within the relationship must all be in harmony. 


    Think   of some of the relationships you have. First, you have a relationship   with God, either broken or restored. You have a relationship with a   spouse, or parents, or children, or employer. How do you conduct these   relationships? You do not have the power to change the other person in   any way you wish. But you do have a responsibility “to walk in love, as   Christ loved us and gave himself up for us” (Eph. 5:2). You should be   desiring to reflect in each relationship to another person, whether   family member or friend, the harmony in love among the persons of the   Trinity. 
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  God’s Covenants 


  

    On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram,  saying, “To your offspring I give this land . . .” 


    —Genesis 15:18 


  


  The Bible indicates that in the course of history God establishes relationships with human beings. These are sometimes called covenants.   Theologians have extensively reflected on covenants, because they   embody God’s redemptive plan for the human race. For our purposes, we   need only to look at a few highlights that are most relevant to human   relationships. The covenants express relationships between God and man.   But in addition they provide significant insight into human   relationships because human beings can make covenants with one another   (e.g., Gen. 26:28; 31:44). A covenant (Hebrew, berit) is a   binding agreement between two parties. One or both of the parties commit   themselves to specific obligations, and penalties or benefits may   attach to keeping or violating the obligations. For example, in the   covenant in Genesis 17:1–14, God required Abraham to “walk before me,   and be blameless” (v. 1). God promised on his part that Abraham would be   “the father of a multitude of nations” (v. 4). God also imposed the   specific requirement of circumcision for Abraham and his descendants (v.   10). The uncircumcised male would forfeit his position (v. 14), which   represents a penalty for violating the obligations of the covenant.   Human beings have the capacity to enter into a covenantal relation with   God or with another human being. They are persons, capable of binding   personal relationships. And it is clear from Genesis 1–2 that God   intended from the beginning to have a covenantal relation with human   beings. God specified an obligation for Adam in Genesis 2:17 when he   forbade him from eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.   God also indicated that the penalty for violation would be death. The   relation between God and man at this point is not explicitly called a   covenant, but it clearly has some of the features that characterize   later covenantal arrangements. It has been called “the covenant of   works.”1 


    

  Authority, Control, and Presence 


      God’s   covenantal arrangements with human beings naturally reveal many aspects   of God’s character. And by implication they often reveal aspects of   human character because human beings are analogically related to God   through being created in his image. God shows himself to be the Lord in   his relations with human beings. John Frame has observed that God’s   lordship expresses itself in three aspects, which he has denominated   authority, control, and presence.2 


  We   can illustrate these aspects by looking at God’s covenant through   Moses, ratified in Exodus 24. The heart of this covenant is the Ten   Commandments (Ex. 20:1–17), which God delivered to Moses in written form   and which Moses put inside the ark (Ex. 24:12; 25:16, 21). The ark is   called “the ark of the testimony” (Ex. 25:22; 26:33) or “the ark of the   covenant” (Deut. 31:25). 


      Meredith   G. Kline observed that the Ten Commandments and the book of Deuteronomy   have affinities with ancient Near Eastern treaties, specifically the   Hittite suzerainty treaties.3 God   providentially brought it about that the Hittite culture would offer an   analogy to his own covenantal dealings with Israel. But because he is   the God of the whole universe, his covenants surpass what took place   among the Hittites. The Hittite treaties had five parts: (1) the   identification of the suzerain (the great king), corresponding to the   language “I am the Lord your God” in Exodus 20:2a; (2) the historical   prologue, reciting past benefits of the king, corresponding to Exodus   20:2b, “who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of   slavery”; (3) stipulations, corresponding to the commandments themselves   (Ex. 20:3–17); (4) blessings and curses, corresponding to blessings and   curses attached to the second, third, and fifth commandments (Ex.   20:5–6, 7, 12); (5) provisions for public reading and for future   generations, corresponding to provisions such as in Deuteronomy 27 and   31–32 (see table 4.1). 


      Table 4.1 




        

          

            	Features of Hittite Suzerainty Treaties 

            	Analogue in the Old Testament 

            	Characteristic of God 

          


          

          

            	1. Identification of suzerain 

            	Ex. 20:2a 

            	Presence 

          


          

            	2. Historical prologue 

            	Ex. 20:2b 

            	Control 

          


          

            	3. Stipulations 

            	Ex. 20:3–17 

            	Authority 

          


          

            	4. Blessings and curses 

            	Ex. 20:5–6, 7, 12 

            	Control, authority 

          


          

            	5. Provisions for reading and for passing on 

            	Deuteronomy 31–32 

            	Presence 

          


        

      


  The   identification of the suzerain, “I am the Lord your God,” indicates   God’s personal presence, as he presents himself to his people. It   expresses the theme of presence. The provisions for future generations   also imply his presence for those generations. The stipulations, the   commandments, express the theme of authority. God has the right or   authority to prescribe both commandments for the Israelites and   consequences for their obedience or disobedience. The blessings and   curses imply God’s authority or right to specify consequences. But they   also indicate his sovereignty over the consequences. Thus they express   the theme of control. The historical prologue also expresses control,   because God demonstrated his control over history in bringing the people   out of Egypt. 


  Clearly   there is some overlap between the three aspects. The blessings and   curses exhibit both God’s authority and his control. In fact, a deeper   reflection shows that each of the three aspects implies or includes the   others. The three aspects are all implications of God’s lordship and his   character. Authority is an implication of God’s goodness and his   holiness, which implies his right to set the standards for living.   Control is an implication of God’s omnipotence. Presence is an   implication of God’s omnipresence. God’s attributes of goodness,   omnipotence, and omnipresence operate in all that he does. So they   always go together. God’s presence manifests God, who always has   authority and control. When God controls, he shows himself present in his control. His control is always rightful control and hence shows his authority. And so on. 


  All   God’s relations with human beings, and his relations with other   creatures as well, consistently show his authority, control, and   presence. We can confirm this consistency by looking at the language   about covenants. The apostle Paul talks about the new covenant in 2   Corinthians 3, where he describes himself and fellow servants of the   gospel as “ministers of a new covenant” (v. 6). Such thinking shows that   the entire New Testament is an expression of the new covenant. This new   covenant is analogous to but superior to the old covenant through Moses   (vv. 6–15). The core of the Mosaic covenant, as we have seen, is given   in the Ten Commandments. But these are supplemented by other material   given through Moses and then deposited beside the commandments   (Deuteronomy 31). Moreover, the Mosaic covenant fulfills God’s   covenantal promises made earlier to Abraham and the patriarchs (Ex.   6:4), and the prophets build on Moses (Num. 12:6–8; Deut. 18:15–22). God   makes a covenant with David as well (Ps. 89:34–37), which is the core   for a larger body of instruction given in connection with David and   Solomon (Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon). The whole   Bible is covenantal communication. Some parts are explicitly described   as covenantal. And those parts that do not receive such an explicit   description are clearly linked, either by historical association or by   content, with the rest. 


  God’s   covenants with human beings are also linked with his personal   relationships within himself. Theologians have spoken of the “covenant   of redemption.”4 This covenant is an   eternal pact or agreement between the Father and the Son, whereby the   Father undertook to send the Son into the world to accomplish   redemption, and the Son undertook to carry out the Father’s will,   especially in the climax consisting in his death and resurrection. The   very language of the Father “sending” the Son implies a common purpose   and understanding between the two persons. This common purpose has been a   reality forever. It implies a commitment of the Father to the Son and   the Son to the Father involving their mutual love and commonality of   purpose. The mutual commitment is clearly analogous to the commitments   we find in covenants discussed in the Bible. So the word covenant can be applied to this commitment within the Trinity in order to indicate the affinity. Or we may choose to use the word covenant more   narrowly to describe commitments—perhaps only formally ratified   commitments—in which human beings are one of the parties. Whether or not   we want to call this purpose of God a “covenant” or “pact,” God’s plan   is a reality, and it is the foundation for the particular human   covenants found in the Bible. 


    

    

  Human Commitments 


  The   explicit covenants between God and man have a central role in the   Bible. But the Bible also recognizes that human beings as persons are   capable of having relationships of commitment among themselves, one   human being to another. Abraham made a covenant with Abimelech in   Genesis 26:28. Jacob and Laban made a covenant in Genesis 31:44. In   these instances a formal pact helped to overcome previous distrust or alienation. But the word covenant can   also be applied to a friendly, cooperative relationship. Malachi   indicates that the relation between husband and wife is covenantal: “She   is your companion and your wife by covenant” (Mal. 2:14).   Husband and wife have made a binding commitment to be faithful to one   another in marriage. Marriage is a covenant. Within a particular culture   the husband and wife may have made specific vows or promises during the   wedding ceremony. But even if a particular culture does not have such a   practice, the commitment is implicit in the meaning of marriage,   because God, not man, is the Lord of marriage. He established it in the   beginning (Gen. 2:18–25). Jesus confirms God’s continuing authority over   marriage in his teaching: “So they are no longer two but one flesh.   What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate” (Matt. 19:6; see 19:3–12). 


  Marriage   has a particularly important role as a fundamental human relationship.   But the principle of God’s involvement—the principle of his presence, we   might say—extends to other relationships. God is Lord of the whole   world: 


  

    The Lord has established his throne in the heavens,   


    and his kingdom rules over all. (Ps. 103:19) 


  


  As Lord, he has authority. He specifies right and wrong in human attitudes and behavior. 


  In   particular, because God himself is true and does not lie (Num. 23:19;   John 17:17; 1 John 5:20), he expects us to be truth tellers (Eph. 4:25).   The importance of truth also comes to expression in the ninth   commandment, “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor”   (Ex. 20:16). If one human being makes a promise to another, he should   keep it. That obligation rests not merely on human convention but on the   character of God. God’s authority stands behind the obligation. Human   contracts, where explicit commitments are written out, are a special   form of promise and commitment, and again God’s authority stands behind   the obligation. In a broad sense, promises and contracts are covenantal. 


  Promises   and contracts include explicit moral commitments. Suppose a building   contractor agrees to refurbishing my kitchen, and I agree to pay him a   certain amount of money when he is finished. A contract spells out these   obligations. Once we have both signed the contract, he is morally   obligated to do what he promised, and I am morally obligated to pay him.   Other kinds of relationships, such as friendships, telephone   conversations, and participation in family sports activities, may not explicitly spell   out particular moral commitments, but they still have a moral   dimension. Human beings still should act in a loving way in the   relationship. 


  For   example, you are expected not to steal something from the grocery store   by shoplifting, even though you never explicitly promised not to   shoplift. Or suppose that you buy a bag of apples at the grocery store.   God obliges you to pay what you owe and not to try to trick the cashier   by underpaying, or by switching the label on the bag. God morally   commits us not to steal but instead to respect and protect the property   of our neighbors. He commits us to his standard whether we like it or   not, and whether we agree with it or not. 


  That   lack of human consent may sound harsh, but it is not. For one thing,   God’s moral rules are for our good. God made us and knows us. He knows   us better than we know ourselves. And he knows what is best for us. In   addition, the Bible indicates that each of us is created with a sense of   right and wrong, and that our sense of right and wrong—our   conscience—derives from our knowledge of God. “Though they [rebels] know   God’s decree that those who practice such things [moral evils] deserve   to die, they not only do them but give approval to those who practice   them” (Rom. 1:32). All people know God, inescapably: 


  For   what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it   to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and   divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of   the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without   excuse. For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or   give thanks to him. (Rom. 1:19–21) 


  But   they suppress what they know: “. . . men, who by their unrighteousness   suppress the truth” (v. 18). We cannot here undertake a full exploration   of how this can be.5 But it implies   both that people have a sense of right and wrong, and that their sense   of right and wrong is distorted by their flight from knowing God. Take a   particular case: I may make excuses for myself by telling myself that   the grocery store overcharges, or that it belongs to a big, impersonal   chain that will never miss the bit that I get away with. I may use such   excuses to justify underpaying. But I am still responsible to God,   according to his standards, not my distortion of his standards. 


  Our   obligations to God and our sense of right and wrong follow us into   every area of life. All of human life is morally colored. It is so   colored because God is present. He is present as Lord, and his presence   is tied to the original covenant made with Adam and Eve, a covenant that   still binds all of us who are human. God is present in our moral sense   of right and wrong. He is present as Judge, with authority to specify   and rule concerning right and wrong. He is present as controller, who   will reward us according to our deeds. We may therefore say that, in   a broad sense, all of life is covenantal. In all of life, including our   relationships with other human beings, we have commitments to one   another, and from those commitments follow both obligations and   blessings or curses. 


  Without   God, it is difficult for human beings even to articulate where moral   obligations come from. Why not say that “whatever is, is right”? The   philosophy of materialism, using a materialistic concept of evolution,   can do little to oppose the observation that human beings can behave   both altruistically at times and with extreme selfishness and murderous   intent at other times. According to a materialistic concept of   evolution, both are equally the product of mindless evolution. According   to materialism, you may be “evolved” to prefer altruism. But your   neighbor may be “evolved” to prefer selfishness. I may claim that I have   been “evolved” to prefer shoplifting. If there is no transcendent   source for moral standards, what are moral ideas except subjective   preferences thrown up by our glands? Instinctively we know better than   this. But the attempt systematically to exclude God leads to suppressing   these God-given instincts. 


    

    

  Human Authority, Control, and Presence 


      Human   beings made in the image of God exhibit a kind of derivative of divine   authority, control, and presence. Human beings can exercise authority   when they are in a position of authority. They issue commands that they   expect to be obeyed. Or they can try to usurp authority even when it   does not belong to them. They also show knowledge of authority when they   obey someone else who has issued a command. The grocery store, as the   proper owner of the bag of apples, has authority over the apples in   relation to anyone else who wants to use them or eat them. 


  Second,   human beings exercise control. Of course they can exercise control over   the lower creation of animals, plants, and nonliving things. But they   also exercise control in human relationships. This control need not take   the form of trying totally to dominate a relationship and control it   unilaterally. Human beings exercise the power of control any time they   actively contribute to a relationship. Speaking, nonverbal signaling,   cooperating in common work, competition in athletics, buying, selling,   exchanging—these all involve active interaction with other human beings.   We exert control in order to bring about our contribution to a larger   relationship or social group. I take the bag of apples. I bring it to   the checkout. And I offer cash or a credit card, which symbolically   expresses my control over a certain amount of power to exchange goods. 


  Third,   human beings exhibit presence. They are present to one another most   obviously in the case of immediate bodily presence. Bodily presence is   in fact presence of a whole person. We react to people as people, not   merely as visual colors or audible sounds without meaning. And we can   interact in some fruitful ways by telephone or video link even when   bodily presence is lacking. Whether I personally go through the grocery   checkout, or have someone else do it on my behalf, or put in a phone   order or an Internet order for groceries to be delivered, the ones who   give the groceries to me understand that I am the person who is entering   into a purchasing transaction with moral norms. I have to deliver so   much money, and the seller has to deliver a specific quantity of edible   apples in good condition. The expression have to expresses a moral obligation that has its foundation in the justice of God. 


  In   authority, control, and presence human beings show their finiteness.   Unlike God, we do not have absolute authority, and we are not the final   standard for moral goodness or justice. Unlike God, we do not exercise   control exhaustively; our power is limited. Unlike God, we are not   present everywhere, at all times. We have limited presence in our   bodies. Man is made in the image of God, but he is not God. The Bible,   unlike various forms of pantheism and panentheism,6 maintains a clear distinction between God and human beings. 


  Human   beings are nevertheless like God in these ways. Our authority is   personal, bound up with moral standards. Our control is personal, tied   in with personal purposes and understanding of the role of other persons   with whom we cooperate or compete. Our presence is personal—we are   present as persons who speak, think, and plan (see fig. 4.1). We are not   reducible to a mere meaningless bundle of colors and sounds, mere   sensation. All three aspects come to bear even in a simple transaction   like buying apples. 
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  Human   relationships depend vitally on all three of these aspects—authority,   control, and presence. Without authority, we have no standard for   evaluating a relationship in moral terms. In fact, we do not even have a   way of classifying what kind of relationship we have, unless we   have standards for classification. Are we dealing with marriage,   friendship, a parent-child relationship, an economic, political, or   educational relationship? We have to have norms in judging what kind of   classification is correct. 


  

  For   example, suppose Joe were caught exiting the store with a bag of apples   for which he had not paid. Whether Joe is guilty depends on how we   classify what he did. We have to make a judgment about it. One way of   escaping obligation would be for Joe to claim that he was intending not   to purchase or steal the apples but merely to admire them in the   sunlight. Joe might also try to redefine the relationship he has with   the store. He might say that he is a special friend of the owner, and he   is sure the owner would let him just take the apples. Or he might say   that despite the apples being in the store, no one really knows who owns   them. Ownership, he might claim, is merely a social convention that he   chose to ignore. We use norms when we evaluate arguments like these. 


  

  Second, consider the aspect of control. We need control. Without it, relationships do not do anything,   and they would make no difference. I cannot accomplish a purchase of   apples if I have no money or any account that represents monetary   control. I cannot purchase them if I lack power to bring the apples to   the checkout counter, or power to communicate to someone else who can   physically help me bring them. 


  

  Finally, consider presence.   Without presence, relationships would be disconnected from the human   participants and would lose their point. A purchase is a purchase only   if a person is involved. We depend on the fact that we are made in the   image of God, with authority, control, and presence. 


    

  Coinherence in Human Communication 


      The   three aspects authority, control, and presence all belong to God. But   we can also see a loose association between these three aspects and the   three persons of the Trinity. Authority belongs to God the Father,   control to God the Son, who executes the purposes of the Father, and   presence to the Holy Spirit, who indwells believers and brings the   presence of God intimately to bear on their lives.7 


  The persons of the Trinity dwell in one another (see, for example, John 14:11; 17:21). This mutual indwelling is called coinherence.   By implication, the three aspects, authority, control, and presence,   belong to one another, and each implies the other. They exhibit a   derivative kind of coinherence in the way in which they appear   together in God. By analogy, they also have coinherence when they   appear in human relationships. For a coherent relationship even to   exist, authority, control, and presence must come together coherently.   You and I depend on it. 


  God   is unique, and so the indwelling within the Godhead is also unique. But   the Trinitarian indwelling is also analogous to an indwelling in   believers about which Jesus speaks: “. . . that they [believers] may all   be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also   may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me” (   John 17:21). Within human relationships we can see an analogue to the   unique indwelling in the Godhead. Human cooperation within a   relationship mirrors the divine unity of cooperation among the persons   of the Trinity, which is based on their coinherence.8 


  We   can uncover still other ways in which human relationships reflect God   in his Trinitarian character. God is one God. But we can observe   differentiation in the roles of the persons of the Trinity in divine   action. To oversimplify: God the Father is the planner and the   initiator; God the Son is the executor; and God the Holy Spirit brings   God’s action to bear on its object (through his presence). We can see   that differentiation at work when we look at God speaking. The speaker   is God the Father; the speech (the Word) is associated with God the Son;   and the Holy Spirit is analogous to breath, bringing the word to bear   and carrying it to its destination.9 Human   beings made in the image of God also carry out actions that involve   plans, execution, and impact. When the plan succeeds, we have coherence   among these three. 


  Human   relationships need human actions to support them. For example, suppose   Tammy is Carol’s friend. The friendship is maintained through various   activities that involve the two. Let us say that Carol’s birthday is   coming up, and Tammy gives a birthday gift to Carol. Tammy’s action   involves planning, execution, and reception. First, it involves   planning. Tammy must have something that she selects as a gift, or else   she must make a gift or go out and purchase one. Once Tammy has the gift   in hand, the act of giving depends on Tammy having the purpose of   making a gift, not merely accidentally leaving behind some possession of   hers. Second, giving involves execution. Tammy must deliver the gift.   This delivery will typically involve face-to-face explanation of its   significance and the fact that it is a gift. And the giving involves   reception. For successful giving, Carol must understand that Tammy is   intending her to keep the gift rather than just to borrow it; she must   perceive that she does not have to pay Tammy for it; and so on. 


  Tammy   and Carol must have a common understanding of the fact of giving. In   this understanding they combine harmoniously intention, execution, and reception.   Execution intends reception. Reception of a gift is reception only if   it acknowledges intention and execution. All three aspects, intention,   execution, and reception, must coinhere. This coinherence depends   ultimately on human capability of imitating Trinitarian coinherence in   Trinitarian action. 


  Dorothy Sayers’s View of Creativity 


      These   reflections based on the Bible find confirmation in what Dorothy Sayers   has written about artistic creation. Sayers wrote detective stories, so   she had firsthand experience with artistic creation. She thought that   the creation of man in the image of God was the basis for human ability   to create artistic works.10 Artistic creation imitates the creative activity of God. 


      Sayers   finds in the process of artistic creation an analogy to the Trinitarian   character of God. She observes that any act of human creation has three   coinherent aspects, which she names “Idea,” “Energy,” and “Power.” “The   Creative Idea” is the idea of the creative work as a whole, even before   it comes to expression. Sayers says, “This is the image of the   Father.”11 “The Creative Energy” or   “Activity” is the process of working out the idea, both mentally and on   paper. Sayers describes it as “working in time from the beginning to the   end, with sweat and passion. . . . This is the image of the Word.”12 Third   is “the Creative Power,” “the meaning of the work and its response in   the lively soul: . . . this is the image of the indwelling Spirit.”13 Sayers   uses her three terms to describe what happens within an author’s mind   as he works out his ideas mentally, even if they are never put to paper.   In this internal process, the “Power” is the author’s experience of   receiving the work back, as he takes the position of an observer of his   own idea and work. But Sayers also applies the terms to a work that goes   out into the world, gets printed in a book, and gets read by readers.   Then the readers experience its Power. At this stage, the term Power is   obviously related most closely to the audience or readership, while the   Idea is attached to the author, and the Energy or Activity to the   discourse itself. Thus Sayers is advocating a variation on what we   observed, namely, that the process of communication, from author to text   to reader, has a Trinitarian original. Communication goes from the   Father to the Word to the Spirit. Sayers also observes that each of the   three aspects—Idea, Activity, and Power—is intelligible only in the   context of the others. She affirms the coinherence or indwelling of each   in the others. 


      Sayers   is thinking particularly of literary creation because that is the kind   of activity in which she herself was involved. But she is aware that her   observations can be generalized to apply to work of every kind.14 Human   beings in every sphere of life exercise creativity. Artistic creativity   is an intense and focused form of everyday creativity. Hence, Sayers’s   observations about Idea, Activity, and Power apply to human work in   general, and to human action in relationships. Tammy is creative when   she gives her gift to Carol. 


      Human   beings have purposes and plans—the Idea. They bring these plans to   expression in particular form through actions toward others—Activity.   Others receive and interpret the expressions, and in so doing experience   the Power. For example, I undertake to buy a bag of apples. I have a   plan, namely, to buy them and then to eat them with my family. I   initiate a transaction through a series of steps in which I pick up the   bag and bring it to the checkout counter. Eileen, the checkout clerk,   sees the significance of my initiative and responds in harmony with the   power that I put forth when I invite a response. Eileen in turn has   Idea, Activity, and Power. Idea: she has a plan for helping me and   others do our purchases and making sure that the store receives payment.   Activity: she takes the bag and scans the label or in some other way   enters the price. Power: she desires to accomplish effects. One effect   is the monetary effect of transferring money from my account to the   store. The other is an effect on me, namely, to cause me to acquire the   apples, to have me understand that I have paid for them, and to be   secure in the knowledge that they are mine. The two of us together must   both have Idea, Activity, and Power. We two are not doing the very same   thing. I am buying and she is the representative of the store that is   doing the selling. But our Ideas, Activities, and Powers must be   complementary in a detailed way in order for the buying and selling to   succeed. 


      The   exchange of apples is admittedly a prosaic exchange. But it depends in a   deep and essential way on harmony and coinherence. It is an imitation   or shadow or image of what we might call the ultimate exchange, the   exchange of the gift of the Spirit from the Father to the Son: “He [the   Father] gives the Spirit without measure. The Father loves the Son and   has given [exchange] all things into his hand” ( John 3:34–35). This   exchange is the archetype. In accomplishing the redemption of the world,   God also executed some subordinate exchanges. Christ bore our sins: “He   himself [Christ] bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might   die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been   healed” (1 Pet. 2:24; see Isa. 53:5). The Father and the Son have   different roles in this transaction. But their purposes are in   coinherent harmony. 


      This   divine harmony is then reflected at a lower, creational level in   everyday human transactions. Human transactions do not work without   harmony of many   kinds: between Idea, Activity, and Power; between authority, control,   and presence; between the contributions of one human being and the   complementary contributions of another, as in the instance of buyer and   seller together. These harmonies exist because man is made in the image   of God. More fundamentally, they exist because God is in harmony with   himself in his Trinitarian character. Out of that harmony he governs the   world and its human inhabitants in harmony. 


      Harmony in Human Relationships, Due to God 


      Humans   are limited; they are finite. The limitations might appear to be a   problem if human beings had to make themselves self-existent,   autonomous, and totally independent of God. How then could they   guarantee that human relationships, in their authority, control, and   presence, would function reliably? For example, how can we know that my   purchase of the apples matches the purpose of the checkout clerk and the   grocery story owner, and how can we know whether it is morally upright?   In a God-created world, a world that God pronounced “very good” (Gen.   1:31), we know there is harmony. First of all, human beings were created   to be in personal harmony with God. But in addition, God gave them the   gift of relationships in complete harmony with who they were. He made   the world of light and dry land and plants and animals in harmony with   human nature. 


      A   human being’s knowledge of his own personal relationships is finite. He   cannot remember in detail how he learned to buy a bag of apples and how   he knows what the grocery clerk intends. He does not see to the very   bottom. But he does not need to see to the very bottom. The key to a   solution is in his personal fellowship with God. Before the fall of man   and his rebellion against God, there was no barrier to personal   fellowship between God and man. Adam knew God. He heard the word of God.   And the sense of God’s presence and God’s goodness was imprinted firmly   on his mind. He relied on God and trusted that God was good. And so he   could confidently assume that the relationships that God gave him, and   the world of his environment, were suitable for him. He could go forward   in confidence not because he was omnipotent, omniscient, and   omnipresent, but because God as the infinite God guaranteed the harmony   of Adam’s finite functioning in dependence on God. 


      The   meanings in Adam’s relationships were not meanings imposed on alien   material but meanings from a mind made in the image of God, and   therefore a mind in tune with the world. Adam’s control in his   relationships was not a distortion of the world but creative action that   drew the world toward the destiny planned by God from the beginning.   The presence of relationships, both with one another and with God, was   not something that Adam and Eve could “climb out of ” to see the world   as it really is. But they did not need to climb out of it, because, on   the basis of the good creating activity of God, they were already in   harmony with the world as it really is. In short, difficulties that some   of us modern human beings may feel very keenly, because we are   alienated from God, created no substantive difficulty while human beings   lived in fellowship with God—in harmony with him, with the world that   he had created, and with the relationships that he had given. 


    

    

      Relationships as Shared 


      A   particular human relationship involves more than one person. Other   persons outside a relationship can observe and grasp what sort of   relationship it is and learn how to interact with it appropriately.   Relationships have a communal dimension built into them. Sociological   and anthropological analyses have customarily paid attention to the   community of human beings. But the Bible presents an important   difference. It begins not with a human relationship but with God as the   original, the Creator before whom human beings stand and with whom they   have a deep relationship. 


      The   very first recorded activity with human persons also involves God. God   addresses human beings in Genesis 1:28–30 and 2:16–17. Adam and Eve   experience relationships not only with each other but also with God.   From the beginning, as part of God’s design for creation, personal   relationships include divine-human relationships as well as human-human   relationships. “Society,” from this point of view, includes God as well   as human beings. Tellingly, there was divine-human communication in   relationship even before human-human communication was possible. God   communicated to Adam in Genesis 2:16–17 before Eve was created, before   Adam had any other human being with whom he had a relationship. So the   human capacity for relationships is not merely for human beings but for   relationship with God. 


      God   would have continued in a harmonious relationship with Adam and Eve   over the years if they had not sinned. They did sin and thereby broke   the relationship. They hid rather than seeking God (Gen. 3:8). Even   though they did sin, God spoke a promise and thereby partially restored a   relationship (Gen. 3:9–19). God continued in a personal relationship   with Adam and Eve. At first the community of persons had three parties,   Adam and Eve and God. When Adam and Eve had children, God had personal   relationships with these children, either in a friendly way, in the case   of Abel, or in an antagonistic way, in the case of Cain. God is   infinitely superior to human beings, but he also continues to act in   relationships to human beings. In this sense, God is part of the   community or society in which human beings live in relationships. 


    

    

      Modern Approaches to Society 


      We may contrast this view with most modernist and postmodernist thinking about society.15 In   the twentieth century sociological and anthropological study of human   societies has assumed, as a foundation for the discipline, that God can   be left out of the account (see appendix B). Sociology and anthropology   may of course study “religion” as one aspect of society. But this study   focuses on human practice of religion, not on God himself. 


      Why   this exclusion of God? One response would be to say that only by such   an exclusion could these disciplines hope to be scientific. But the   aspiration to be scientific is itself loaded. To begin with, it may be   loaded with the assumption that somehow human beings can be treated   exactly as if they were on the same level as animals or rocks or other   creatures over which human beings are granted dominion. It ignores the   fact that we are made in the image of God. 


      But even more seriously, the label scientific ignores   the possibility that our modern conception of science, taken from the   existing state of the natural sciences, has already been distorted by a   systematic human flight from recognizing the presence of God in   science.16 The aspiration to be   “scientific” may already have introduced biases. So, according to this   modernist viewpoint, God is emphatically not a participant in social   communication and personal relationships. But from a biblical point of   view, the move to exclude God ignores the single most important fact   about communication and the most weighty ontological fact about   language. When we exclude God, we distort the subject matter that we   study, so we can anticipate a multitude of repercussions when it comes   to the detailed analysis of the subject. 


      So   let us remember that God is involved in all our relationships, whether   in friendships, in giving gifts, in purchasing apples, or in other kinds   of relationships. We are accountable to God. Let us also remember that   any harmonious functioning in relationships depends on the foundational   harmony of God’s relationships among the persons of the Trinity. 
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