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    Introduction

    Four Views on Divine (Im)Passibility

    ROBERT J. MATZ AND A. CHADWICK THORNHILL

    
      Impassibility, what’s that?

      This book considers four views on a topic that many Christians may have never given significant thought to: the emotional life of God. Every time we speak of God’s love, God’s anger, God’s jealousy, even God’s suffering, we make assumptions about God’s emotional life. At first glance, questions about God’s emotional life may appear to be speculations similar to questions of how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. After all, on what basis can we even begin to speculate as to how a God who exists independently from his creation emotionally relates with and to his creation?

      Yet as we consider the references to God’s love, jealousy, anger, and compassion; or ponder what it means for God to be unchanging, distinct from us, and perfect; or reflect on what it means for God to become incarnate as a man, to live, to suffer, and die, we are forced to wrestle with the idea that God reacts and emotes toward us. Yet, if we as the created can bring about such responses within the Creator, how can God be perfect, complete, and full apart from his creation? Would not this imply that God needs us in order to be God? Can such a being even be rightly understood as God? As we consider the question of the passibility and impassibility of God, we consider (in part) what it means for God to be God.

      This book presents four theses about what it means for God to be God in relation to himself and to his creation. The first comes from James E. Dolezal (PhD, Westminster Theological Seminary), assistant professor at Cairn University. He argues for “strong impassibility,” according to which God does not experience emotional changes. The second view comes from Daniel Castelo (PhD, Duke University), professor of dogmatic and constructive theology at Seattle Pacific University, who asserts a “qualified impassibility,” in which God cannot be affected by an outside force against his own will (implying that God can be affected by that which he wills to be affected by).

      In contrast to these first two definitions, the next two views, strong and qualified passibilists, see God as being affected by his creation. John C. Peckham (PhD, Andrews University), professor of theology and Christian philosophy at Andrews University, argues for a “qualified passibility,” wherein God experiences emotional change because of his creation. This change, for Peckham, is tempered by God’s freedom and omnipotence. Finally, Thomas Jay Oord (PhD, Claremont Graduate University), professor of theology and philosophy at Northwest Nazarene University, argues for “strong passibility,” in which humans bring about genuine emotional change within the divine life, causing God to experience the unexpected.

      
        FOUR KEY ISSUES IN THE (IM)PASSIBILITY DISCUSSION

        The other day I (Robert) was sharing about the idea of impassibility with a family member. At first, she was uninterested. “Why would anyone care about that? You theologians have way too much time on your hands. You need to quit speculating about vain philosophy and spend more time reading the Bible and experiencing the God of the Bible. Why on earth would you want to put together a book on that? Why on earth would anyone want to read about that?”

        “Well,” I responded, “I see why at first glance this might seem speculative. Yet this issue affects everything from how we pray to how we worship God. For example, a passible God hurts when we hurt. When we pray to him about something wrong in our life, we understand that he is genuinely affected by our prayers because he understands what it’s like for us to hurt. He experiences pain, just as we experience pain.”

        “You mean there are people who think God doesn’t experience pain?” she responded. “That’s messed up! How could anyone think that? What about Jesus dying on the cross?”

        “You’re right, the cross is a big issue in this discussion. But those who think God is impassible make a really good point as well. If God reacts to us, if he hurts because we can make him hurt, is he still the God of the Bible? How is he the all-powerful Creator of heaven and earth, if we can make him react to us? When Jesus suffers, maybe he suffered as a man, but his divine nature was unaffected.”

        “Huh,” she said. “I’d never thought about any of that before. This sounds really complicated. I think I see why there needs to be a book about it. Still, is there a way to make this discussion approachable to people like me?”

        My family member is right. This topic at first glance is strange and unapproachable. Often in these theological debates, the practical implications of a theological position is not made explicit, leaving those not immersed in theological inquiry wondering why it matters. As a result, we have requested that each contributor address the following four questions as a part of their articulation of their view to help demonstrate the relevance of this dimension of our view of God.

        
          	
            1. To what extent is God’s emotional life analogous to human emotional life?

          

          	
            2. Are God’s nature, will, and knowledge passible, and to what extent?

          

          	
            3. Do the incarnation and passion of Jesus Christ necessitate passibility?

          

          	
            4. Does human activity (such as prayer) occasion an emotive/volitional response from God?

          

        

        We asked contributors to respond to the first question because there are numerous Scripture passages that refer to God experiencing emotions. For example, when the Scriptures speak of God being angry, does that mean he is angry in the same way we are? While each contributor sees the emotive language of God as analogous (that is, corresponding but not identical) to human emotional life, impassibilists emphasize dissimilarity while passibilists emphasize similarity.

        The second question deals with how God relates to his creation. Can we as the created bring about suffering and emotional change within God? Or do God’s nature, will, and knowledge independent of his creation determine his emotional life? This is pertinent when we think, for example, of God’s wrath or love. Is God’s love somehow reciprocal, in a give-and-take relationship with humans, or is his love unaffected by human response?

        

          
            Four Questions for Four Views on Divine Impassibility

          

          
            
              
              
              
              
              
              
                
                  	



                  	
To what extent is God’s emotional life analogous (similar and dissimilar) to the human emotional life?


                  	
Are God’s nature, will, and knowledge passible, and to what extent?


                

                
                  	
Strong Impassibility


                  	
A strong emphasis on the dissimilarity between human emotion and divine emotion. Just as the biblical language of God having body parts (arm, leg, etc.) does not mean God has a literal body, so too with divine emotions. All passion language is anthropopathic.


                  	
No. To allow for any form of passibility requires an ontological openness insomuch as the passible subject must be capable of being moved by some determining agent to newly acquired states of being.


                

                
                  	
Qualified Impassibility


                  	
A qualified emphasis on dissimilarity in language. Unlike humans, divine emotional language does not indicate that God can be overwhelmed by an emotion. Rather such language indicates that God experiences emotions voluntarily.


                  	
Yes, but God’s nature is passible only to the extent that God allows himself to be. God cannot be affected against his will by an outside force.


                

                
                  	
Qualified Passibility


                  	
There is both similarity and dissimilarity with human emotions. God willingly takes on suffering, whereas humans tend to avoid it at all cost. God restrains his anger whereas humans can be controlled by it.


                  	
Yes, God’s will and nature are passible while his knowledge is impassible. God is voluntarily essentially passible in relation to the world, meaning God freely chose to create this world and freely opened himself up to being affected by this world in a way that does not diminish or collapse the Creator-creature distinction.


                

                
                  	
Strong Passibility


                  	
Strong emphasis on similarity between divine and human emotions. Scripture gives us good reasons to believe that how God self-reveals (emotionally) corresponds with who God truly is.


                  	
Yes, God’s nature, will, and knowledge are necessarily passible in relation to the world (because of his love).


                

              
            

          

        

        The third question addresses the issue of God incarnate. Christians uniformly believe that God became human and dwelt among us. Since Christ as a human experienced emotional change and suffered, what does such say of the divine? Was Jesus’ divine nature somehow experientially involved in his suffering and death? If so, was the Trinity thereby affected as well?

        The final question relates to how we affect God. Does God experience emotional change because of what we do. Prayer provides a useful case study for this. When we pray, does something within God change? Is God stirred to action by our petitions, or does prayer primarily affect the believer’s disposition rather than God’s?

        
        
          
            
              
              
              
              
              
              
                
                  	



                  	
Do the incarnation and passion of Jesus Christ necessitate passibility?


                  	
Does human activity (such as prayer) occasion an emotive/ volitional response from God?


                

                
                  	
Strong Impassibility


                  	
No. The unity of the two natures of the Son does not passibilize the divine nature and does not impassibilize the human nature. Thus, only the human nature is passible.


                  	
No. Prayer works not because it changes God, but because it is arranged by God to be efficacious in the realization of God’s eternal plan. Prayer does not change God’s will, but rather carries out God’s will as one of the secondary causes ordained to accomplish the divine plan. God wills that some things come about as a result of or in answer to our petitions, including our salvation. Both the prayer itself and the response are a part of God’s plan.


                

                
                  	
Qualified Impassibility


                  	
Only temporarily. The incarnation and resurrected body and ascension of Christ imply impassibility. Yet, this impassibility is qualified by the suffering and cross of Jesus. The passion of Christ implies passibility only within the larger context of an impassible God.


                  	
No. God is unaffected (emotionally and volitionally) by prayer. Rather, because God is unaffected and yet was incarnated, only God is in the position to provide the help our world needs, which he would be unable to provide if he were affected by the world.


                

                
                  	
Qualified Passibility


                  	
Yes, the cross shows that God is passible. To think that Christ only suffered in his humanity would imply that the cross involved merely a human sacrifice and a human Savior. Thus, in order to save, both Christ’s divine and human natures are passible.


                  	
Yes. The Bible consistently and repeatedly portrays human activity as evoking emotional and volitional divine response.


                

                
                  	
Strong Passibility


                  	
Yes. Jesus shows us God as he is. When he relates with others, expresses emotions, feels compassion, and suffers on the cross, he is acting like God.


                  	
Yes. Petitioning prayers presuppose not only that our requests affect God but also that God often acts differently as a result. If God is unaffected by what we do, it makes no sense to petition God.


                

              
            

          

        

        While each contributor has chosen to answer these questions in slightly different ways, they have all answered them. The table titled Four Questions for Four Views on Divine Impassibility offers a summary of their responses. We provide it here both as a means of orientation to their various perspectives and as a help to readers as you work through their chapters. We hope it will help you to see more clearly how the arguments for their respective positions work.

      

      
      

        THE HELLENIZATION HYPOTHESIS AND HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF (IM)PASSIBILITY

        A major issue in contemporary debates over (im)passibility is what is known as the Hellenization hypothesis. Over the last hundred and fifty years, a group of theologians have argued that the early Christian theologians, apologists, and philosophers were heavily influenced by Greek philosophy and its idea that God is the unmoved mover.1 As a result, these theologians assert that instead of looking to Greek philosophy, we needed to realize that the biblical text portrays God as experiencing emotions, as suffering—in other words, as passible. As a result, we should embrace a passible understanding of God.

        In recent decades, Jürgen Moltmann has stood as the leading advocate of this position. He states:

        
          Christian theology acquired Greek philosophy’s ways of thinking in the Hellenistic world; and since that time most theologians have simultaneously maintained the passion of Christ, God’s Son and the deity’s essential incapacity for suffering—even though it was at the price of having to talk paradoxically about ‘the sufferings of a God who cannot suffer.’ But in doing they have simply added together Greek philosophy’s apathy axiom and the central statements of the gospel. The contradiction remains—and remains unsatisfactory.2

        

        Over the last two decades, many have pushed back on Moltmann’s assertion that impassibility was transplanted into the early church. Some have argued that early church history is far from uniform regarding a strong impassibilist understanding of God.3 Others contend that both the Scriptures and the earlier Christian thinkers rightly understood God as strongly impassible.4

        Normally, those arguing both for and against the Hellenization thesis interact extensively with writings from throughout church history. In so doing, some have attempted to show how various thinkers throughout church history had nuanced understandings of God’s (im)passibility.5 Others have argued that specific historical figures accurately convey the faith once for all delivered to the saints through their writings.6 As a result, most contemporary treatments of God’s (im)passibility devote a significant amount of space to the historical development of the doctrine of (im)passibility and debates over how earlier thinkers approached the idea of God as impassible.

        While a full-blown discussion of Cyril, Athanasius, Augustine, Calvin, or the Wesleys (just to name a few notable figures) on the subject of God’s (im)passibility would be both fascinating and illuminating, we (the editors) have chosen to exclude that discussion from this volume. Our reasons are threefold: First, such a discussion would cause the size of this volume to balloon. Second, it would obscure a general orientation to the biblical, philosophical, and theological issues surrounding God’s (im)passibility. Third, even if historical uniformity existed regarding impassibility, this is of lesser significance (for most) than how to work through the varying biblical texts and resulting philosophical arguments.

        Nevertheless, because the issue of origins plays a significant role in this debate, and because we have requested that our four contributors not interact with that dimension, we have chosen to provide a brief overview of the key figures and a few key statements from each in this introduction. While it offers only the briefest orientation to this discussion, our hope is that it will whet your appetite for more reflection on this debate.

      

      
      
        DIVINE IMPASSIBILITY IN THE EARLY CHURCH

        The question of divine impassibility in modern theology frequently occurs in conversation with other voices in the history of Christian thought. These figures from centuries past provide dialogue partners in discussing the question of the constancy of God’s nature and emotional life. In the introduction to The Suffering of the Impassible God, Paul Gavrilyuk notes that while a move away from strong impassibility has occurred in much modern theology, this is often done in breaking with what is viewed as the dominant patristic position. Gavrilyuk notes, “A standard line of criticism places divine impassibility in the conceptual realm of Hellenistic philosophy, where the term allegedly meant the absence of emotions and indifference to the world, and then concludes that impassibility in this sense cannot be an attribute of the Christian God.”7 In other words, scholars often assume that the Jewish view of God as passible in some sense was left behind for a Hellenistic perspective of an impassible deity as the theologians of the early church integrated Platonic and Hellenistic constructs into Christian belief.8 In looking at the patristic data, and the contexts in which God’s impassibility is discussed, it seems perhaps a more nuanced interpretation is needed.

        Though not decisive in the debate, the positions of early church theologians are significant for those attempting to affirm a position in keeping with historic Christian belief. This data is of course but one piece of the overall puzzle, as the biblical texts and other theological and philosophical considerations also enter the conversation. As is often the case with debated issues in Christian theology, evidence for both positions can be garnered both from the Scriptures and from the history of Christian thought. The difficulty then becomes how to mediate the spectrum of that data into a coherent theological position.

        The question of impassibility in the early church interfaced with the complex matrix of the collision of Christian, Jewish, and Greco-Roman thought structures, in addition to the spectrum of biblical data, and the complex questions of Christology, Trinity, and the suffering and death of the Son of God. A whole host of questions and tensions subsequently arose, which the early church theologians felt pressure to address. For example, if the Son alone suffered, how is it that in a unified Godhead, the Son alone can become incarnate and die?9 Does this then jeopardize the unity of God?10 If God as Son suffered and died, did this introduce some change to the divine nature? Or, if God is not open to suffering or emotions, what does it mean to speak of God’s anger, compassion, grief, or joy? Are analogies to human emotions simply limited or altogether insufficient? And how do the emotions of the Son, such as his cry of dereliction at the cross, factor into one’s understandings of the emotions of God?

        A few examples from the early church illustrate the complexity of the debate. Early in the second century, Justin wrote that Christians worship the “unbegotten and impassible God” who is not goaded by lust, does not need rescuing by others, and does not experience anxiety, all of which are characteristics Justin likened to the deities of the Greek pantheon.11 Athenagoras likewise critiqued the gods of the pantheon, since they cannot control their anger or sexual desires, can be wounded, and often behave as badly as, if not worse than, humans.12 Irenaeus criticized those who ascribe human “affections and passions” to God in the same manner in which they operate in humanity.13 Likewise, Tertullian affirmed that humanity “has the same emotions and sensations as God has, yet not of the same quality as God has,”14 and John Cassian suggested God’s emotions are analogous to human emotions, yet God himself is without passion.15 In his Confessions, Augustine wrote that though God loves most deeply and is perfectly compassionate, he is not wounded by sorrow.16 These authors thus seek to affirm that God has a genuine emotional life, which is even in some way analogous to that of humans, yet also maintain that his emotions are not uncontrolled like those of the gods who dwell atop Olympus.

        These affirmations of God’s emotions yet denials of his passibility generally occur in comparison with either the Greco-Roman pantheon or the teachings of the heterodox. Many of the church fathers saw impassibility as a means of exposing the temperamental nature of the Greco-Roman gods.17 Yet the doctrine also interfaced with issues surrounding Christology. In the first centuries of the church, Docetism (which denied Christ’s humanity), modalism (which denied the true distinctness of the Triune persons), Arianism (which denied the eternality and divinity of the Son), and Nestorianism (which has often been described as affirming Christ as having two persons rather than two natures) all challenged what was championed as the orthodox interpretation of the God-man.18 The question of divine impassibility thus had profound implications for one’s understanding of both the nature of the Trinity and in particular the person of Jesus Christ. The scandal of God incarnate provided much fodder for debate for those who challenged the teachings of the orthodox.

        Athanasius provides an illustration for how these tensions and the issue of impassibility connected with the Christological controversies. Athanasius argued that the suffering of the Son was not of the “Word” (i.e., the divine nature), but rather the “flesh” (i.e., the human nature), contra the Arians who criticized the coherence of the orthodox position on the matter.19 If the Son is God, then God suffered on the cross, a proposition the opponents of orthodoxy thought absurd enough to force them to change their thinking on the matter. Likewise, Cyril was certain that the sufferings of the Word were both voluntary and purposeful, “in order that when aroused they might be thoroughly subdued by the power of the Word dwelling in the flesh, the [human] nature thus undergoing a change for the better.”20 In other words, according to Cyril, the human nature did not influence the divine, but Jesus’ divine nature somehow affected and sanctified his humanity.

        The issue of impassibility thus surfaced largely in polemical contexts, first against Greco-Roman and Gnostic opponents, and eventually against heterodox groups that challenged the coherence of the teaching that Jesus both shared in the divine essence and yet suffered and died as a human. Interacting with the patristic data on this matter thus shares some of the same challenges as the biblical texts. The theologian must first develop the contexts of these ancient voices to understand why they were communicating what they were just as they must first develop the contexts of the biblical data on the matter in order to interpret the text of Scripture contextually. From there, the challenge is harmonizing those materials in order to present a biblically and historically informed position on this difficult issue.

        While the biblical data may seem to lean primarily (at least numerically) in the direction of passibility, and the patristic data primarily in the direction of impassibility (of some form), a responsible theological construction must not simply proof text its way to a view on passibility or impassibility. A careful and contextual reading of both the church fathers and Scripture is required. This alone, however, will not solve the debate. As the essays of this volume will demonstrate, a host of theological and philosophical considerations also come into play. We trust that what follows will inform the minds of the readers concerning how different streams of present-day Christian traditions interact with the question of God’s emotional life, and we likewise pray that what follows will impassion their hearts toward the God whom this volume seeks to explore.
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  Strong Impassibility

  JAMES E. DOLEZAL

  
    The strong impassibility doctrine maintains that God is without passions.1 He neither undergoes affective change nor feels the actions of creatures on himself. Thomas Weinandy provides a succinct summary of the doctrine’s core claims: “Impassibility is that divine attribute whereby God is said not to experience inner emotional changes of state, whether enacted freely from within or effected by his relationship to and interaction with human beings and the created order.”2 It is this confession of the unchanging and passionless God that I explicate and commend in this chapter.3

    The notion of a passionless God undoubtedly will strike many contemporary Christians as absurd and maybe even repugnant. What do we make of the many passages in Holy Scripture that attest to God’s love, mercy, jealousy, and wrath? Are they without meaning? How could a God without passions really love us or be genuinely indignant at sin? On the face of it, the strong impassibility doctrine might appear to undermine cherished Christian beliefs about God. Even if one grants that proponents of strong impassibility are well intentioned, are they not rather too clever by half when their position is so patently opposed to the clear witness of the Bible and to the requisite give-and-take that is involved in every act of love or wrath? These are important questions that the strong impassibility advocate must address. I will have something to say in this connection after I have developed in greater detail the meaning of the classical doctrine together with its biblical and theological foundations.

    Despite modern bewilderment or offense taken at the strong account of divine impassibility, historically it commanded wide ecumenical backing, being maintained by the Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholics, Lutherans, Reformed, Anglicans, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, Baptists, Methodists, and more. Among Protestants, it enjoyed sponsorship from figures as diverse as John Calvin, James Arminius, John Gill, and John Wesley.4 Of course, the broad historical support by no means fixes the truth of the doctrine, but it should give us occasion to seriously ponder its claims rather than dismiss them out of hand.

    A significant underlying concern of the classical impassibility doctrine is to safeguard God’s fullness and perfection of being. God cannot be the one whose greatness is beyond measure, and who is the absolute Creator on whom all creatures ultimately depend, if it turns out that he himself depends on his creatures, or on any other cause, for some aspect of his being. Every passible being depends for some feature of its being on whatever object rouses it to new states of affection. A minimally adequate defense of impassibility, then, will need to examine in some detail the unique manner of God’s being in order to establish the confession that he is the boundless Creator of heaven and earth and all that is in them and that he is in nowise measured or made to be by the creature.

    The Christian tradition provides us with a rather precise metaphysical grammar by which we may speak of God’s perfection and fullness of being. The terminology of act and passive potency, while unfamiliar to many today, are particularly critical to understanding how Christians have traditionally articulated this doctrine. In what follows I will be assimilating these notions to a consideration of certain biblical passages that historically have grounded the impassibility doctrine. By underscoring the importance of impassibility as a necessary entailment of God’s pure actuality and total lack of passive potency, I will be locating the significance of the doctrine within a consideration of divine being. Talk about God’s passibility or impassibility is, at bottom, talk about divine actuality. By reducing the question to one of divine actuality, adherents and opponents are compelled to maintain either that God is being pure and simple, or that he is becoming in some sense and thus beholden to a cause of his being. For the strong impassibilist, this is what the debate is ultimately about. This approach also constrains one to say that either God loves his creatures with an unbounded act of free and uncaused love, or he loves them with a finite, caused, and mutable love. The true superabundance and limitlessness of divine love can only be maintained by the strong impassibility doctrine.

    
      UNDERSTANDING PASSIONS

      In order to better appreciate why strong impassibility denies passions of God, it is necessary to get a basic understanding of what passion means and why certain affective states humans experience—such as love, joy, compassion, fear, and anger—are called passions. Beginning with the lexical meaning, we observe that our English term passion comes from the Late Latin word passio (from the Latin patī), which means to suffer, to submit, to undergo, to experience, or to endure. It has the sense of being acted on and of receiving the action of an agent within oneself. The Latin terms are derived from the Greek words pathos and paschō, which have essentially the same meaning.5

      As a received state of actuality, every passion produces a change in the subject as the consequent of some agent’s action on it. Bernard Wuellner defines passion as “any kind of reception of a perfection or of a privation; being considered as acted on by another; the reception of change in the being acted upon; any passing from potency to act.”6 George Klubertanz says passion “is the change received from an agent, considered as taking place in the patient.”7 Thomas Aquinas notes, “Passion is the effect of the agent on the patient.”8 Every passion is a caused state of being into which one is moved by the activity of some agent. For this reason, all passions are finite, dependent, time bound, and mutable states of being. Moreover, to experience passion one must possess a principle of receptivity (i.e., passive potency) by which new actuality is received. That is, one must be moveable or changeable. Metaphysically speaking, a passion is an accident that inheres in a substance and modifies the being of that substance in some way. In existential terms, every experience of passion causes the patient to be in some new way.

      Passions can be either good or bad. Others can act on us in ways that produce joy or sadness, pleasure or pain. Even the term suffering, though commonly associated with the infliction of pain, does not necessarily indicate an experience of anguish or distress.9 Sometimes we deploy the language of affliction to speak of pleasant passions. Humans fall in love and are smitten by the objects of their romantic attraction. One’s beloved may even be called one’s crush. These violent terms speak of the intensity and power with which romantic love sometimes comes upon a person. The agent causing this passion is the one loved insomuch as his or her loveliness is the attractive force that moves the lover into a state of actually loving. My wife’s loveliness, for instance, is the efficient cause that draws me to her. My love for her is passionate to just the extent that I am affected and moved by her loveliness. A similar account can be given of the other passions, both good and bad. Each is a state of affective actuality into which one enters through a process of being acted on by some cause and receiving from that cause a new (accidental) state of being.

      Passions are only so called because of the manner of their coming on the subject through a process of undergoing and reception of new actuality. If one were to possess the virtues of love, joy, mercy, jealousy, and the like without having undergone an intrinsic affective change produced by the action of some causal agent, then those virtues would not be passions in that case. This does not mean those virtues would be deprived of intensity, vitality, or dynamism. To speak of passionless love, joy, mercy, or jealousy means only that these states did not come upon the subject through the reception of actuality from an efficient cause of being. One person could be passionless because of the lack of love, joy, mercy, or jealousy. Another could be passionless because, although he or she is intensely and dynamically loving, joyful, merciful, or jealous, these states are not the effect of some agent’s action on him or her. I will argue later in this chapter that only virtues that are not instances of passion can be genuinely unbounded, unchanging, and free in the ultimate sense. Suffice it to say that denying passions of God by no means entails that he is without love, joy, mercy, jealousy, and so forth, but only that these virtues are not in him as the result of the determinative action of a causal agent.

    

    
      BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL MOTIVATIONS FOR STRONG IMPASSIBILITY

      The truth of divine impassibility is most convincingly arrived at through the contemplation of other doctrines. It is a necessary entailment of doctrines such as divine aseity and independence, pure actuality, and simplicity. Each of these teachings rules out the possibility of God receiving new actuality of being, and thus of being patient to the actions of a causal agent on him. Given that all instances of passion are instances of change visited on a patient through the causal action of some agent, God must be impassible. I will consider each of the aforementioned doctrines in turn, giving the lion’s share of attention to aseity and independence.

      Aseity and independence. Divine aseity (from the Latin a se, meaning of himself) teaches that God is wholly self-sufficient in all that he is and thus exists independently of all causal influence from his creatures. Herman Bavinck follows John of Damascus in declaring that God is “a boundless ocean of being.”10 He is the fountain of life for all who receive life because he has “life in himself” (Jn 5:26). God’s independence is not that of a remote or reclusive deity, but of one who is near to his creatures in self-sufficient beneficence bestowing on us life, breath, and all things (Acts 17:25). Indeed, this may well be the significance of God’s unique name Yahweh (Ex 3:15; 6:3) as it relates to his free and benevolent presence among his people (Ex 3:12; 33:19).11 God, whose very name denotes his fullness of being, is near to us as the giver and sustainer of being. I will focus on three passages in support of this claim.

      Romans 11:35-36. Paul writes in Romans 11:35 (citing Job 41:11), “Or who has given a gift to him, / to receive a gift in return?” He goes on to declare why this cannot be done: “For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever. Amen” (Rom 11:36). There is nothing the creature possesses that is not from or of God. As Creator, God is the absolute source of all caused being—in metaphysical speak, of all caused acts of existence and forms of actuality together with matter. Also, God himself is of himself, though not in the same way creatures are. They are of him as from a cause or principle of being; he is of himself in that he is his own sufficient reason for being. Anselm confesses to God, “You are whatever you are, not through anything else, but through yourself.”12 We need not look back any further than God for some deeper account of the creature’s being or of God’s being. Yet if God were subject to passions, then this simply could not be true. Some actuality in God’s being would be from the creature since all passions are states of actuality produced in patients through the activity of an efficient cause.

      Some might object that God allows or ordains the creature to act on God and thus move him to new states of affection or feeling. Jürgen Moltmann, perhaps the foremost advocate of divine passibility in the twentieth century, maintains that God suffers actively, which means “the voluntary laying oneself open to another and allowing oneself to be intimately affected by him; that is to say, the suffering of passionate love.”13 Elsewhere he writes, “If God is not passively changeable by other things like other creatures, this does not mean that he is not free to change himself, or even free to allow himself to be changed by others of his own free will.”14 This has become a favored approach of some recent Calvinist theologians who want to affirm that creatures produce emotive changes in God, but also want to ensure that the absolute origination of this intrinsic change in God does not lie with the creature.15 From the perspective of strong impassibility, this will not do. First, this formulation must presuppose some lack of being in God and openness to new actuality. Every change brings to the one changed a new state of being not previously possessed. Moltmann’s assertion that a suffering God “does not suffer out of deficiency of being, like created beings” is nonsensical.16 Suffering, qua suffering, necessarily involves the reception of action on oneself (i.e., of new actuality) and so requires that the sufferer has lacked some form of being. Second, every change is the effect of some causal activity received in the one changed. One cannot be affected by another without being causally impacted by that one. Strictly speaking, nothing can be self-caused since causation is the conferral of some actuality already possessed in some fashion by the cause itself and lacking in the one who receives it.17 If God were moved by his creatures, even if he willed this for himself, he would be caused to be by another to just that extent. This violates the absolute Creator-creature distinction, rendering God partly a cause of being and partly a subject who is caused to be.18

      Acts 17:23-29. In distinguishing the true God from all false gods, the apostle Paul declares to the Athenians that the true God is the one who made all things and does not dwell in temples made with hands, adding, “nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything” (Act 17:24-25).19 There is no good that might benefit God that the creature is able to supply him. On the face of it this might strike us as incompatible with those many commands in Scripture to worship God and to serve him only. In Romans 12:1, for example, Paul exhorts believers to “present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship” (NASB). So how can he say in Acts 17:25 that God is not served by human hands? His point appears to be that in our acts of service and worship God is not being treated or operated on by us.20 When we glorify him he does not thereby receive glory he previously lacked. When we serve him through acts of love and good deeds we do not accommodate or improve him in any respect. We neither add to his blessedness nor deprive him of it. Our acts of worship are like holding a mirror to the sun; the sun’s light is broadcast and shown forth by this action, but the sun itself is not made a little brighter as a result. None of our Godward activity entails that God receives the effects of our actions in the sense of being altered or changed by them.21 It is, rather, the false gods of the nations who are helped to receive their forms of being by the actions of humans on them.

      The true God is the absolute source of being, not the one who receives being from the creature. Paul raises his argument to an existential crescendo in Acts 17:28: “In him we live and move and have our being.”  But the inverse is not so. God is truly God precisely because, unlike the (imagined) gods of Paul’s pagan interlocutors, he does not live, move, or have his being in and through the creature. If he were to derive any aspect of his life or existence from the creature, then the apostle’s strong contrast between God the creator, on the one hand, and the created gods of the Athenians, on the other, would be dissolved. There is nothing in the creature—no life, breath, activity, or spark of being—that is not wholly from and through God. Moreover, in giving such things to creatures, God does not thereby divest himself of them (see Job 41:11). So the creature has no form of being by which he or she may replenish or add to God.

      The error of the Athenians is that they worship beings “formed by the art and thought of man” (Acts 17:29 NASB). The gods of Greek mythology were notorious for their passionate conflicts and dalliances with humans (and with each other). Humans wielded notable causal influence over them. In Paul’s immediate surroundings, the idols of gold, silver, and stone happen to be the nearest thing at hand to illustrate his point. The fashioning of material idols was but an extension of the belief in passionate deities who could be manipulated by humans. Unlike the gods of the pagans, the absolute Creator of all things lacks no actuality and so can receive no form of being, whether material or immaterial, from the agency of creatures who act on him. To the question of divine impassibility, it should be observed that since all passions are accidental forms of being produced in the patient by the action of a causal agent, they must be denied of God lest the manner of his being be demoted to that of an idol, just one more god among the gods, who acts on humans and is acted on in return.

      Job 35:5-8. The truth of God’s aseity and independence is approached in a slightly different way in Job 35:5-8. In Job 32–37 the young man Elihu decries the impertinence of Job and the misguided counsel of his three friends.22 Job had been righteous in his own eyes and insolently demanded God hear his case and vindicate him before his critics (Job 31:1-37; 32:1). He speaks of God as if God had some obligation to him on account of his righteous conduct. He first gave to God and so now God is beholden to him. Job is not right to assert this, contends Elihu, “For God is greater than man” (Job 33:12 NLT).

      To drive home this point, Elihu exhorts Job and his friends, saying, “Look at the heavens and see; / observe the clouds, which are higher than you” (Job 35:5). Just as the clouds are beyond the reach of our actions, so also is God. In Job 35:6-7 Elihu argues this with regard to both the evil and good humans do:

      
        If you have sinned, what do you accomplish against him?

        And if your transgressions are multiplied, what do you do to him?

        If you are righteous, what do you give to him;

        or what does he receive from your hand?23

      

      The expression “what do you accomplish against him?” (mah-tip‘al-bo) could also be rendered, “what do you make in him?” Elihu appears plainly to be saying that due to God’s exalted existence, he is not among the beings who receive the actions of others on themselves.

      Our sins, be they ever so many, have no effect on God. He is not moved by them. The same goes for our righteousness. By it, God receives in himself no benediction from us, no new form of goodness.24 Ours sins do not disturb his being or introduce new forms of painful passion in him; and our good deeds do not improve or augment his being with new forms of pleasing passion. To whatever degree God were to receive good or ill from his creatures, he would be beholden to the creature as a cause of his being to just that degree. It is more fitting to his majesty to say he receives nothing in himself from the creature. In Job 41:11 Yahweh makes this same point: “Who has first given to me, that I should repay him? Whatever is under the whole heaven is mine” (ESV). Elihu rounds out his argument by observing that one’s wicked and righteous actions have their proper effects in other humans: “Your wickedness affects others like you, / and your righteousness, other human beings” (Job 35:8). It is humans who are done unto by the causal actions of others on them. God, like the clouds above, is not involved in such a transaction with us. For the strong impassibilist, such considerations militate against any possibility that God might experience passion.
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