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Chapter 3 

The Doctrine of God 

 
 
In this lesson we will turn our attention to questions such as:  

 What comprises the nature of God? 
 Does He have characteristics? 
 If so, what is their relationship to human characteristics?  

We will become acquainted with various ways in which theology 
endeavours to answer these questions, and will attempt to define the 
nature and characteristics of God with the help of statements contained 
in the Catechism of the New Apostolic Church. 
 
There are many statements about God in the Bible. Nevertheless, it is 
hardly possible to specify the nature and the characteristics of God. This 
is because the divine being surpasses all human powers of imagination. 
Any theological discussion about the nature and characteristics of God, 
however, occurs in the knowledge that we are limited to the scope of 
human discourse and the categories of human abilities and ideas. It is 
and remains a matter of searching and groping. 
 

 
 

3.1 The Nature and Characteristics of God 

1. Ways to Define Divine Characteristics 

In ancient theology it was assumed that it was only possible to define the nature and characteristics 
of God by the ‘negative way’ or the ‘way of denial’. According to this understanding, one could only 
describe God in terms of what He is not (= apophatic theology). 

At the same time, a certain similarity between God and His creation was assumed, which also made 
it possible to speak of God in a positive way (= cataphatic theology). 

In ancient dogmatic theology there were three ways to arrive at a definition of the nature and 
characteristics of God. They are illustrated in exemplary fashion in the writings of Dionysius the 
Areopagite, which came into being in around 500 AD: 
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1.1 The Way of Denial: 

God is exclusively that which the world is not. One can arrive at the following characteristics or 
descriptions of God’s nature on the basis of the way of denial:  

 God is eternal (in contrast to the world, which has a beginning and an end), 
 God is infinite (in contrast to the world, which is finite). 

1.2 The Way of Extension:  

In a perfect and exhaustive way, God is that which is only suggested in the world:  

 God is omnipresent (in contrast to the world, in which only things are present), 
 God is omnipotent (in contrast to the world, in which there are authorities that exercise limited 

power).  

1.3 The Way of Causation: 

God is the source of all good characteristics that become apparent in His creatures. 

 God is holy (after all, many of His creatures lead a holy life), 
 God is righteous (after all, the conduct of many people is marked by righteousness).  

2. The Problem of Positive Definition 

The problem of these positive definitions lies in the fact that they run the danger of speaking about 
God in human terms and thereby humanise Him. However, a glance into Holy Scripture will show 
that it speaks about God and His characteristics (righteousness, love, wrath) in very human terms.   

Thomas Aquinas, the most significant theologian of the High Middle Ages, thus emphasised that all 
human discourse about divine characteristics is not to be understood literally, but in a figurative 
sense.  

Source text: Criticism of the “three ways” 

 “But foreign notions and terms concerning God have also persisted without interruption in 
the history of Christianity, which then darkened the testimony of the Christian act of 
salvation. This applies especially to the understanding of the characteristics of God, because 
it is determined on the basis of the “three ways”. God’s omnipotence is not only the 
opposite, the extension, and the cause of empirical reality. In all these statements, this 
would still be dependent on this reality. In the powerlessness of the historical Christ, 
however, we recognise God’s omnipotence as so simply superior to all other powers, that 
God is even almighty in the worldly opposite. Thus even God’s eternalness—whether 
understood as beginningless and endless time, or as timelessness—would still remain 
dependent on our temporality. But God is simply the Lord over this temporality, such that 
He is the Eternal One even in the temporal finiteness of the Man Jesus. We also recognise 
God’s omnipresence in the belief in Christ, not only as extra-spatiality or spatial all-
extensiveness, but rather as God’s simple lordship over space. He became present in His 
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fullness in the spatially defined Man Jesus, such that anyone who sees this Man sees the 
omnipresent Father.” (Schlink, Eduard: Gott VII. Dogmatisch [God VII in Dogmatic terms]. In: 
Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart [Religion in history and the present] Volume 2, p. 
1738). 

3. Revelation as the source for discourse concerning the characteristics of God 

In the time of the Reformation, philosophically defined discussion of the divine characteristics was 
either relativised or rejected. Since God had drawn near to mankind in Jesus Christ, it is only 
understandable that the nature of God could be deduced on the basis of Jesus Christ alone. This 
process of deduction does not occur on the basis of theoretical contemplations, but on the basis of 
the historical revelation attested in Holy Scripture.  

Luther described the central category of divine nature as love (cf. 1 John 4: 8, 16).  

Love is the strongest impulse in God, such that it can be identified with Him. However, the full 
exhaustiveness and radicalness of this love is only understood when it is seen in the context of 
human sin, which has earned divine wrath. Does the wrath of God contradict His love? Does His love 
cover everything up?  

4. Statements concerning the nature of God in the Catechism of the New Apostolic Church 

The statements made in the Catechism of the New Apostolic Catechism concerning the nature and 
characteristics of God are based on biblical testimony. All human discussion about God has its source 
in the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ and is thus not the arbitrary work of man.  

4.1 The Nature of God 

God, in His nature and activity, cannot be grasped by human understanding. Access to God in His 
omnipotence and greatness is only possible through faith. Jesus Christ revealed God to human 
beings as a loving, compassionate, and gracious Father, and enabled them to experience Him as 
such. Further revelations from God are given by the Holy Spirit who leads the faithful into the deep 
things of God (1 Corinthians 2: 6-16).  

Characteristics of the nature of God are: 

 He is the One (the only One), (explanation under point 4.1.1) 
 He is the Holy One (explanation under point 4.1.2) 
 He is the Almighty (explanation under point 4.1.3) 
 He is the Eternal (explanation under point 4.1.4) 
 He is the Loving One (explanation under point 4.1.5) 
 He is the Gracious One (explanation under point 4.1.6) 
 He is the Righteous One  (explanation under point 4.1.6) 
 He is the Perfect One (explanation under point 4.1.7) 

God is neither unknown nor concealed. He inclines Himself to human beings, speaks to them, and 
allows them to speak to Him.  
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The description of the divine characteristics is to bring to expression the perfection and absoluteness 
of God, but all terms taken from the human sphere of experience will fail to do justice to the reality 
of God.  

4.1.1 God, the One 

Belief in God as the One God is one of the fundamental professions of both the Old and New 
Testaments. God Himself spoke to Moses of His oneness and faithfulness to Himself, which is 
expressed in His name:  

 “I AM WHO I AM” (Exodus 3: 14).  

The profession of God’s uniqueness—“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one!” 
(Deuteronomy 6: 4)—remained with the people of the old covenant throughout their entire history.  

Although it was already stated unequivocally in the First Commandment:  

 “You shall have no other gods before Me” (Exodus 20: 3)  

It was a long time before Israel professed the uniqueness of God to the exclusion of all other gods 
and their worship. Again and again, the prophets had to reproach the people for worshipping other 
gods. After their return from Babylonian captivity, profession of the one God (monotheism) entered 
into the consciousness of the Jews as the essential distinguishing feature between them and the 
Gentiles. To this day, the belief expressed in the Wisdom of Solomon has been a distinguishing 
feature of Judaism:  

 “For neither is there any God but [Thee]” (Wisdom of Solomon 12: 13).  

This profession is also firmly rooted in Christian faith, from the earliest apostolic congregations until 
the present. Apostle Paul advocated monotheism without restrictions of any kind. With a view to the 
polytheism of the Greek and Roman religions, he wrote: “Therefore […] we know that […] there is no 
other God but one” (1 Corinthians 8: 4).  

4.1.2 God, the Holy One 

In the Old Testament God is repeatedly described as “the Holy One” (Isaiah 43: 3; Jeremiah 50: 29; 
Habakkuk 1: 12). The holiness which is part of God’s nature, being, and rule, refers to the fact that 
He is majestic, untouchable, and separate from the profane. That the presence of God is holy and 
that it demands reverence was experienced by Moses when he saw the burning bush and heard the 
voice of God:  

 “Do not draw near this place. Take your sandals off your feet, for the place where you stand is 
holy ground” (Exodus 3: 5).  

The holiness of God sanctifies the place where He reveals Himself. Participation in God’s holiness is 
both a gift and a duty: 

 “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” (Leviticus 19: 2; cf. 1 Peter 1: 15-16).  
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4.1.3 God, the Almighty 

The profession of the First Article of Faith:  

 “I believe in God the Father, the Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth” 

attests that God can do anything, that nothing is impossible for Him, and that for him there are no 
restrictions whatsoever in the implementation of His will. In Psalm 135:6 this is expressed as follows: 
“Whatever the Lord pleases He does, in heaven and in earth, in the seas and in all deep places.”  

God’s omnipotence is also clearly shown to mankind in His creation, for by His word alone 
everything came into being from nothing (cf. Hebrews 11:3). In His omnipotence, God constitutes 
the beginning and the end:  

 “‘I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End,’ says the Lord, ‘who is and who was 
and who is to come, the Almighty’” (Revelation 1:8).  

 The new creation will therefore also be an expression of God’s omnipotence.  

The omnipotence of God incorporates His omnipresence and omniscience. The omniscience of God 
is referenced in Psalm 139:2-4:  

 “You know my sitting down and my rising up; You understand my thought afar off. You 
comprehend my path and my lying down, and are acquainted with all my ways. For there is 
not a word on my tongue, but behold, O Lord, You know it altogether.” 

The same psalm also refers to God’s omnipresence:  

 “If I ascend into heaven, You are there; if I make my bed in hell, behold, You are there. If I 
take the wings of the morning, and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, even there Your 
hand shall lead me, and Your right hand shall hold me” (verses 8-10).  

4.1.4 God, the Eternal 

God, “the Eternal”, has neither beginning nor end. Temporal limitations do not exist for Him. 

 “Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever You had formed the earth and the world, 
even from everlasting to everlasting, You are God” (Psalm 90:2). 

God is the Creator and Lord of time. Unlike the material world, which is subject to time, God defines 
time in a sovereign manner. He grants time and can also take it away.  

The eternal nature of God transcends the horizon of human experience. It is infinite, however, it is 
not timeless. Rather, the past, present, and future are all equally current to God. That God is exalted 
over, and stands above, the dimension of time is implied in 2 Peter 3:8:  

 “But, beloved, do not forget this one thing, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, 
and a thousand years as one day.” 
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4.1.5 God, the Loving One 

In the old as well as in the new covenant, God reveals Himself as the Loving One. Out of love He 
elected the people of Israel and freed them from Egyptian captivity. However, God not only revealed 
Himself as the Loving One to the people of Israel in this historical act, but ultimately to all mankind in 
Jesus Christ: 

 “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in 
Him should not perish but have everlasting life” (John 3:16).  

God not only turns to the world in love, but God is love (1 John 4:16). 

4.1.6 God, the Gracious and Righteous One 

God is the Gracious One. His grace is part of His righteousness. He shows mankind grace, 
compassion, patience, and kindness (Psalm 103:8). In His righteousness, God granted His people 
grace even when they went astray or did not keep the covenant: “‘With a little wrath I hid My face 
from you for a moment; but with everlasting kindness I will have mercy on you,’ says the Lord, your 
Redeemer ” (Isaiah 54:8).  

That God is the Gracious One is demonstrated in the new covenant by the fact that He turns to 
human beings, who are entangled in sin, and forgives their sins. Apostle Paul attests that “God was 
in Christ reconciling the world to Himself” (2 Corinthians 5:19). Through grace, God pronounces the 
unrighteous righteous, sinners receive forgiveness, and those in need of salvation are granted 
salvation, that is, redemption.  

God is righteous:  

 “His work is perfect, for all His ways are justice” (Deuteronomy 32:4) 

Statements like “For the wages of sin is death …” (Romans 6:23) or “Even so, Lord God Almighty, 
true and righteous are Your judgements” (Revelation 16:7) are clear expressions of His 
righteousness. In the new covenant it is He who, through Jesus Christ, grants sinners justification 
which they did not earn (Romans 3:24-26; 5:18).  

4.1.7 God, the Perfect One 

God is perfect. He requires no improvement, change, or any further development. He is the 
Unchangeable One and is free from all conditions and constraints. His actions are not based on 
external necessity, but solely on His completely sovereign will.  

God revealed Himself to Moses as the Perfect One who is completely identical with Himself:  

 “I AM WHO I AM” (Exodus 3: 14).  

The perfection of God is closely linked to His goodness: everything that occurs in God, everything 
that emanates from Him or is created by Him, is perfect and good. God’s perfection is also 
demonstrated by the fact that there is absolutely no difference of any kind between His will and His 
actions, between His intentions and their execution. Nor is there any failure with God, or any other 
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thing that would be imperfect in itself. The creation shares in God’s perfection and goodness, and it 
is for this reason that God finds His creation to be “very good” (Genesis 1:31). 

The perfection of God also incorporates the truth. With God there is no lie, deception, or 
uncertainty.  

 “The entirety of Your word is truth” (Psalm 119:160). 

The divine word is reliable. God binds Himself to His promises and is true. 

The truth of God corresponds with wisdom. God rules and fills the entire creation with it:  

 “Wisdom reacheth from one end to the other mightily: and sweetly doth she order all things” 
(Wisdom of Solomon 8:1).  

God’s perfection can be directly experienced in Jesus Christ, “the author and finisher of our faith” 
(Hebrews 12:2) because He is perfect in His speech and conduct.  

5. Proofs of God’s Existence 

To this day, proofs of God’s existence are discussed in theology and philosophy. They are a way for 
reason to prove the existence of God, and thus also belong in the domain of natural theology (see 
Chapter 2, Lesson 3).  

Ancient philosophers such as Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero already elaborated proofs of God’s 
existence.  

In the Middle Ages, Anselm of Canterbury (died 1109) drafted a proof of God’s existence that is still 
discussed today, namely the ontological proof of God’s existence.  

5.1. Anselm of Canterbury and the Ontological Proof of God’s Existence 

Anselm’s argument runs as follows:  

 God is a being “than which no greater can be conceived.” God thus exists in rational mind 
(even in the mind of the fool who denies God). Such a rational conception must—if it is to be 
complete—also come to exist, otherwise it would be something lesser, which would 
contradict the starting position that God is a being than which no greater can be conceived.  

Source text: Anselm of Canterbury, Proslogion, chapter 2 (around 1078):  
“Therefore, O Lord, who grantest to faith understanding, grant unto me that, so far as Thou knowest it to be 
expedient for me, I may understand that Thou art, as we believe; and also that Thou art what we believe Thee 
to be. And of a truth we believe that Thou art somewhat than which no greater can be conceived.” 

 

5.2. Thomas Aquinas: The Five Ways 

Thomas Aquinas sorts and classifies the proofs of God’s existence and speaks of the “five ways”: 

God’s existence is proven by the argument:  
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 ex parte motus (from motion)  
 ex ratione causae efficientis (from the nature of the efficient cause) 
 ex possibili et necessario (from possibility and necessity) 
 ex gradibus qui in rebus inveniuntur (from the gradation to be found in things) 
 ex gubernatione rerum  (from the governance of the world) 

5.3 René Descartes (1596-1650) 

In the early modern age, the philosopher and mathematician René Descartes picked up on the 
ontological proof of God’s existence (which did not play a role for Thomas Aquinas!):  

Source text:  
“Certainly, the idea of God, or a supremely perfect being, is one that I find within me just as surely as the idea 
of any shape or number. And my understanding that it belongs to his nature that he always exists is no less 
clear and distinct than is the case when I prove of any shape or number that some property belongs to its 
nature […]” (Descartes, Meditationes). 
 

5.4. Criticism of the Proofs of God’s Existence: Immanuel Kant 

The philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) denies the evidential value of the proofs of God’s 
existence:  

“There is already a contradiction in introducing the concept of existence […] into the concept of a 
thing which we profess to be thinking solely in reference to its possibility […] 'Being’ is obviously not 
a real predicate; that is, it is not a concept of something which could be added to the concept of a 
thing. It is merely the positing of a thing, or of certain determinations, as existing in themselves. 
Logically, it is merely the copula of a judgment […]”  

He postulated a moral proof of God’s existence: the existence of God is a postulate (a premise so 
evident as to be accepted as true without controversy) of practical reason. 

 

Information on Kant: 

 
Immanuel Kant 

(wikipedia) 

Kant was born on 22 April 1724 in Königsberg and died in the same place 
on 12 February 1804. Kant is considered one of the most important 
philosophers in general. He worked for a very long time on his main opus, 
namely the “Critique of pure reason”. It appeared in 1781 and is considered 
the turning point of Western philosophical history. According to Kant, 
reason is “pure” because it can succeed without any experiential 
knowledge. Thus any tenet of metaphysics is questionable because it has 
no knowledge that can stand up to pure reason. 

 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

13 Dogmatics | Chapter 3: The Doctrine of God 

 

5.5 Assessment of the Proofs of God’s Existence 

 Catholic theology continues to place great value on the proofs of God’s existence, since the faith 
must be one that can be conceived: faith and reason do not contradict one another. 

 Protestant theology sides with Kant’s criticism of the proofs of the existence of God and regards 
these proofs with a healthy scepticism: faith requires no “proofs” of God’s existence, otherwise 
it would not be faith. Otto Weber, a Reformed theologian in Göttingen, states that proofs of 
God’s existence represent a “secularisation of God”.  

Indeed, these proofs of the existence of God arrive at an existence that is beyond this world on the 
basis of operations internal to this world, and are thus no longer tenable according to Kant’s 
philosophy of reason. Modern theology therefore speaks in terms of “references to”, or “suggestions 
of”, God.  

  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

14 Dogmatics | Chapter 3: The Doctrine of God 

 

Test questions on 3.1 – “The Nature and Characteristics of God” 

 

1. Which characteristic likely does not correspond to the nature of God?  
a) He is perfect. 
b) He is gracious. 
c) He is multidimensional.  
d) He is righteous 

 
2. The theology of antiquity defined the nature and characteristics of God on the basis of… 

a) the positive way. 
b) no way. 
c) the neutral way. 
d) the negative way.  

 
3. Which of the following are part of God’s omnipotence?  

a) Duality and Trinity. 
b) All-beauty and All-prettiness. 
c) Polymorphism and Diversity. 
d) Omniscience and Omnipresence.  

 
4. God, the Holy One, signifies that… 

a) He can be venerated as a Saint in the Catholic Church. 
b) He only lives in churches. 
c) He is inviolable and separate from all things profane. 
d) He never inclines Himself to human beings. 

 
5. Thomas Aquinas emphasised that any human discourse about the characteristics of God… 

a) is senseless. 
b) cannot be understood at all. 
c) must be understood in a figurative sense. 
d) must be understood in a literal sense. 

 
6. God, the Eternal, signifies that… 

a) He has no beginning, but does have an end. 
b) He has no beginning and no end. 
c) He has a beginning and an end. 
d) He has a beginning, but no end. 
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7. What does it mean when we speak of “God, the One”? 
a) Monotheism: there is only one God, namely the God of Israel and the Father of Jesus Christ. 
b) Monolatrism: one believes in only one God, but other gods may also be worshipped.  
c) Polytheism: there are many gods. 
d) Tritheism: there is one God who consists of three Gods.  

 
8. Which writings of the Bible portray God in a particularly loving way? 

a) The epistle of James and the epistle to Titus. 
b) Jeremiah and the Lamentations. 
c) Isaiah and Job. 
d) The gospel of John and the epistles of John.  

 
9. What is the central category of the nature of God according to Luther?  

a) Wrath. 
b) Humanity. 
c) Love. 
d) Grace. 

 
10. Ancient theology assumed that God and His creation… 

a) are different. 
b) are similar. 
c) are the same. 
d) are dissimilar.   
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3.2 The Doctrine of the Trinity 

 

 

 
We will now approach the core of theology, namely the doctrine 
of the Trinity, which is the teaching of the triune God in Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. We will explore the biblical references to 
the Trinity and examine the development of this doctrine.  
 

 

 

1. What is the content of the doctrine of the Trinity? 

The doctrine of the Trinity deals with the relationship of Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit to God. 
Christology explores the relationship between the Divine and the Human in Jesus of Nazareth. 

2. The Trinity in Holy Scripture 

Holy Scripture does not contain a fully developed doctrine of the Trinity. However, there are 
references to the Trinity in both the Old Testament and the New Testament. The starting point for 
the doctrine of the Trinity is the life and activity of Jesus and the interpretation of the person of 
Jesus Christ: what is His relationship to God? If Christ is likewise God, then how are we to 
understand the belief in the one God?  

Source text:  
“Theology cannot deal in isolation with God, the Father, as one might at first expect, owing to the orientation 
of the First Article of the Apostolicum. After all, it is only through the Son, who was conceived by the Holy 
Spirit, that God becomes a Father. In order to speak about God, the Father, one must therefore also speak 
about the Son and the Holy Spirit. This conviction was suppressed in the ancient ecclesiastical conception of 
the Trinity (“Trinity” is composed of the Latin word tri [three] and unitas [one]), according to which God is the 
Unity of the three persons of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” (Surall, Frank: Systematische Theologie: Module der 
Theology [Systematic Theology. Modules of theology]. Fourth edition 2009, p. 79 et seq.).  

In the following, we will mention some events that point to a Trinitarian understanding of God:  

2.1 The Baptism of Jesus 

One reference to the presence of the triune God is found directly at the beginning of Jesus’ time of 
public activity. In connection with the baptism of Jesus, both the Father and the Holy Spirit testify to 
the sending of the Son of God incarnate:  

“And immediately, coming up from the water, He saw the heavens parting and the Spirit descending 
upon Him like a dove. Then a voice came down from heaven, ‘You are My beloved Son, in whom I 
am well pleased’” (Mark 1:10-11).  
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As is demonstrated in this passage, the Son of God acts in oneness with the Father and the Holy 
Spirit. The Holy Spirit descends upon Jesus like a dove and the voice from heaven is the voice of God. 
All the evangelists consistently emphasise that Jesus is filled with the Holy Spirit, that He maintains a 
close relationship with the Father, and that He acts by His commission. 

2.2 The Great Commission of the Risen One 

A further important reference to the Triune God is found in the Great Commission, which is also 
known as the baptismal mandate that the Risen One gave His Apostles before His ascension:  

 “All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make disciples 
of all the nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit” (Matthew 28:18-19).  

This reference to the three names of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit illustrates that God encounters 
mankind in these three persons.  

2.3 Triadic Formulas in the New Testament 

Beyond these two important statements, the writings of the New Testament contain a number of 
passages in which triadic (three-part) formulas can be found. 

In 1 Corinthians 12:4-6 we find the following triadic formula:  

 “There are diversities of gifts, but the same Spirit. There are differences of ministries, 
but the same Lord. And there are diversities of activities, but it is the same God who 
works all in all.”  

The uniqueness of God (“one God”) is addressed here just as much as the individual personal self-
revelations of God (Spirit, Lord, God [Father]). The triadic formula in 1 Corinthians 12:4-6 is thus:  

 “same Spirit”, “same Lord”, “same God”.  

The wording of the benediction at the end of 2 Corinthians 13:13 constitutes another important 
reference to the Trinity of God:  

 “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the Holy 
Spirit be with you all.” 

These words of blessing are pronounced as the closing benediction in New Apostolic divine 
services.  

This formula also makes it clear that the “works”, that is, the external actions of the triune God 
(those that apply to us and the creation) cannot be exclusively attributed to one specific divine 
person, be it Father, Son, or Spirit. We receive grace, love, and communion as much from the Father 
as from the Son and the Holy Spirit. The fact that the congregation is blessed with these concluding 
words from the second epistle to the Corinthians at the end of every divine service is also a 
profession to the trinity of God, as is the invocation of the triune God at the beginning of every 
divine service.  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

18 Dogmatics | Chapter 3: The Doctrine of God 

 

The triadic formula in 2 Corinthians 13:13 is thus the following:  

 “Jesus Christ”, “God”, “Holy Spirit”.   

3. References to the Personhood of the Holy Spirit 

The personhood of God, the Father, and of God, the Son, is clear and unmistakable, but what about 
the Holy Spirit? Is He merely a power, or is He likewise a person like the Father and the Son?  

The Gospel of John and the book of Acts provide some references to the fact that the Holy Spirit is 
likewise a person. 

3.1 John 14:25-26 

 “These things I have spoken to you while being present with you. But the Helper, the Holy 
Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your 
remembrance all things that I said to you.” 

Here the Holy Spirit is called the “Helper”. The Greek word used here, namely parakletos, can also be 
rendered as “Helper” or “Advocate”. The Holy Spirit will thus teach and provide reminders of that 
which Jesus said. If one speaks of the Holy Spirit in this manner, it suggests that He must be regarded 
as a person and not as a non-personal power.  

3.2 Acts 5:1-4 

 “But a certain man named Ananias, with Sapphira his wife, sold a possession. And he kept 
back part of the proceeds, his wife also being aware of it, and brought a certain part and laid 
it at the Apostles’ feet. But Peter said, ‘Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the 
Holy Spirit and keep back part of the price of the land for yourself? While it remained, was it 
not your own? And after it was sold, was it not in your own control? Why have you 
conceived this thing in your heart? You have not lied to men but to God.” 

This Bible passage mentions that it is possible to lie to the Holy Spirit. It is impossible to lie to a non-
personal power.  

4. References to the Trinity in the Old Testament 

4.1. References in the Account of Creation 

We already find references to the activity of the triune God in creation. There it is related:  

 “And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters” (Genesis 1:2). 

We also read:  

 “Then God said, ‘Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness…’” (Genesis 1:26).  

The term Elohim which is used in the original Hebrew text is a plural form. Depending on the 
context, it can mean “the divine” or also “gods”. Here we can recognise a reference to the Trinity. 
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4.2 References in the Account of Abraham 

The three messengers of God who come to Abraham are understood in Christian tradition as a 
reference to the Trinity. Here the three messengers appear as visible “manifestations” of the one 
God, as it were:  

 “So he lifted his eyes and looked, and behold, three men were standing by him: and when he 
saw them, he ran from the tent door to meet them, and bowed himself to the ground, and 
said, ‘My Lord, if I have now found favour in Your sight, do not pass on by Your servant” 
(Genesis 18:2-3).  

4.3 References in the Aaronic Blessing 

The Aaronic blessing recorded in Numbers 6:24-26 is also interpreted as a reference to the activity of 
the triune God:  

 “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make His face shine upon you, and be gracious 
to you; the Lord lift up His countenance upon you, and give you peace.” 

By causing His blessing to be pronounced upon human beings in this threefold manner, God allows 
us to conclude that He is referring to His Trinitarian nature, to the threefold manner of His being.  

4.4 References in Isaiah 

The threefold praise of the angel in the inaugural vision of the Prophet Isaiah is regarded by some 
early church theologians as a reference to the Trinity of God:  

 “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth if full of His glory!” (Isaiah 6:3).  

Here too, as already seen in the priestly benediction formula, the threefold repetition of “holy” 
allows us to conclude that the nature of God is triune.  

Literature reference:      
 The triune God. In: Doctrine and knowledge. Our Family 9/2006.  
 

5. Models Predating the Doctrine of the Trinity 

Early Christianity had no uniform conception of the relationship between God, the Father, the Son, 
and the Holy Spirit. It was only in the fourth century that the church succeeded at creating a uniform 
doctrine of the Trinity. On the way there, various conceptions of Trinity were rejected, further 
configured, or revised.  

5.1 Adoptionism / Dynamism 

Adoptionism, which has its roots in the second century AD, maintains that:  

 through His baptism in the Jordan, Jesus was filled with divine power (Greek dynamis = power, 
hence the term “Dynamism”) and “adopted” by God as His Son (hence the term “Adoptionism”).  
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 Jesus is a human being like all others and that He is distinguished from them only by His divine 
calling. 

With this teaching it is barely possible to make any distinction between Jesus and the Prophets. 
Adoptionism thus emphasises the human side of Jesus while His divine side remains hidden.  

The main advocates of Adoptionism are:  

 Theodotus of Byzantium (aka Theodotus the Tanner), second century; Dynamism 
 Paul of Samosata, third century (Jesus is “adopted” at the virgin birth).  

5.2 Modalism / Sabellianism 

5.2.1 Modalism  

Modalism emerged in the second century AD. It attempts to do justice to the monotheism of Old 
Testament Judaism. 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are thus three forms of appearing (Latin: modi) of the one God. 
Therefore God is internally one but manifests Himself externally in threefold form. 

From a Modalistic perspective, the doctrine of the Trinity would be a doctrine of “three gods”. 
Modalism did not persist, and began to lose influence in the third century AD.  

5.2.2 Sabellianism 

Modalism is also called Sabellianism. This designation dates back to the main proponent of this view, 
whose name was Sabellius (third century AD).  

 

Information on Sabellius: 
Sabellius was a priest and theologian in the third century. He came from either Libya or Egypt and 
died in exile on the Island of Thasos. He taught in Rome that God is indivisible. Father (Creator and 
Lawgiver), Son (Redeemer), and Holy Spirit (the presence of God among men) are thus three 
chronologically successive manifestations of the same being.  
 
This doctrine stands in contradiction to the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. Its teaching was 
declared a heresy, and Sabellius was excommunicated in around 220 AD.   
 
 

5.3 Patripassianism and Docetism  

Patripassianism and Docetism are two further types of Modalism. The first states that only the 
Father suffered on the cross. The second maintains that Jesus Christ only seemed to have a body and 
could therefore not have died on the cross.  
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5.4 Subordinationism  

Subordinationism states that the Son is subordinate to the Father. The Father is God, while the 
Logos (the Son) was created by Him before all time. According to this teaching, Father and Son are of 
similar substance but not of the same substance.  

Dionysius of Alexandria (born around 190 AD, died 264/65 AD, a student of Origen and Bishop of 
Alexandria) advocated this doctrine. However, the most prominent proponent of the doctrine of 
Subordinationism was Arius (born around 260 AD, died 336 AD), who lived in Alexandria, Egypt.  

The controversy surrounding the ideas of Arius ultimately led to the formulation of the doctrine of 
the Trinity. It still took centuries before the doctrine of the Trinity was generally acknowledged, 
however.  

6. Historical Aspects 

The doctrine of the Trinity was formulated over the course of the following Councils:  

6.1 The Council of Nicaea (325 AD) 

The Council of Nicaea (325) expressly held that the Father and the Son are of the same substance. It 
emphasised that the Son was not created, but that He, together with the Father, is the one God from 
eternity, and that the Father and the Son are of the same substance.  

6.2 The Council of Constantinople (381 AD) 

The Council of Constantinople in 381, on the one hand, expressly confirmed the profession of 
Nicaea, which addressed the relationship between the Father and the Son. On the other hand, the 
profession of statements concerning the Holy Spirit as the third divine person was expanded. In the 
process, the same concept of equality of substance which was applied to the relationship of the 
Father and the Son, was also applied to the Holy Spirit.  

6.3 The Council of Chalcedon (451 AD) 

The Council of Chalcedon established the belief that Jesus Christ is God in the full sense, as well as 
Man in the full sense. Accordingly, Jesus Christ has two natures, a divine one—which is of the same 
substance as the Father and the Holy Spirit—and a human one, which is of the same substance as all 
other human beings—except that He remained unblemished by sin (Doctrine of Hypostatic Union).  

7. The Content of the Doctrine of the Trinity 

In order to formulate the doctrine of the Trinity, it was necessary to make use of terms from ancient 
philosophy, such as “person”, “hypostasis” (manifestation, form of appearance), and “substance” or 
“nature”. 

The Latin theologian Tertullian (third century) already spoke expressly of the Trinity. In so doing he 
already used the Latin words ‘substantia’ and ‘personae’: 

 “una substantia, tres personae”: one substance, three persons 
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Key term: ‘Trinity’ 
 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are one God, one substance, and one will. Therefore the 
three individual divine persons are not parts of God either. Nor is God comprised of 
them. Rather each one of them is true and eternal God. 
 

 

7.1. Immanent Trinity – Trinity of Essence 

Immanent Trinity or the Trinity of essence has to do with the internal life of the triune God. The 
works of the three divine persons within the Trinity are each attributed to one person.  

What does this mean?  

The works of the divine persons are understood to be the begetting of the Son and the spiration of 
the Holy Spirit. 

The autonomy of the persons becomes clear from the characteristics of their being, which can only 
be defined on the basis of their interrelationships, that is, their relationships with one another.  

The relationships are derived from the processions taking place within the Trinity:   

7.1.1 God, the Father 

 God, the Father, is unbegotten and uncreated. 
 He alone is the Begetter with regard to the Son. 
 He is the One from whom the Holy Spirit proceeds. 

7.1.2 God, the Son 

 God, the Son, is the One begotten of the Father. 
 He is the One from whom the Holy Spirit proceeds.  

7.1.3 God, the Holy Spirit 

 The Holy Spirit is the One who proceeds from the Father and the Son.  

 

Important! 
‘Begetting’ and ‘spiration’ have no beginning or end. They are eternal characteristics of the triune 
God. The terminology ‘begetting’ and ‘spiration’ attempts to capture the emanation of the Son 
and the Holy Spirit from the Father in words. Here one must be aware that these terms are only 
images for an incomprehensible and mysterious event. They are by no means to be equated with 
the daily processes brought to expression by way of these terms.  
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7.2 Economic Trinity – the Revelation of the Trinity in Salvation History 

The term ‘Economic Trinity’ is derived from the Greek word ‘oikonomia’, which describes God’s plan 
of salvation from creation to completion. The Economic Trinity brings to expression the revelations 
of the triune God within salvation history. Here the fundamental rule applies: the external works of 
the triune God are indivisible. 

God reveals His triune nature by way of:  

 the sending of the Son and the Holy Spirit. The external works of the Trinity are:  
 creation 
 redemption 
 sanctification 

Although the external works of the Trinity are not divisible—that is to say, they cannot be exclusively 
attributed to one divine person of the Trinity—there are nevertheless certain attributions 
(Appropriations). 

7.2.1 Attributions (Appropriations) to the Persons of the Trinity 

 The creation is especially attributed to the Father.  
 The redemption of mankind is especially attributed to the Son, because only He—not the Father 

or the Holy Spirit—became human and was nailed to the cross.  
 Sanctification—or the new creation—is especially attributed to the Holy Spirit because it was not 

the Father or the Son, but rather only the Holy Spirit who was poured out. 

The external works of the Trinity must also be attributed to the triune God as a whole and not 
exclusively to one particular divine person. In all of His works, the triune God is equally active and 
present. 

 

Key term: ‘Economic Trinity’ 
 
Creation, redemption, and sanctification and new creation are the work of the One 
God. 
 

 

 

The doctrine of the Trinity formulated as follows was expressly acknowledged by the Reformers: 

“Our Churches, with common consent, do teach that the decree of the Council of Nicaea concerning 
the Unity of the Divine Essence and concerning the Three Persons, is true and to be believed without 
any doubting; that is to say, there is one Divine Essence which is called and which is God: eternal, 
without body, without parts, of infinite power, wisdom, and goodness, the Maker and Preserver of all 
things, visible and invisible.” 
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Article One of the Confessio Augustana of 1530. The Confessio Augustana (Augsburg Confession) is 
the most important confessional document in Lutheranism. It was largely drafted by Philipp 
Melanchthon and was read aloud at the Imperial Diet of Augsburg in 1530 in the presence of the 
Emperor Charles V.  

Most theologians of the modern age also reference the doctrine of the Trinity. The New Apostolic 
Church also professes the doctrine of the Trinity. 

8. Polytheism and Monotheism – Definitions  

In our description of the doctrine of the Trinity it is also important to explain some terms that have 
retained their importance to this day, for example, ‘monotheism’, ‘polytheism’, and ‘deism’. 

 Monotheism: the conception of God based on the existence and activity of only a single God 
(Greek monos = ‘one’; Theos = ‘God’). 

 Monolatrism/Henotheism: a conception of deity based on the existence and activity of several 
gods, in which only one god, or each one of the gods in succession, is ritually venerated (Greek 
latrein = ‘worship’).  

 Polytheism: a conception of deity based on the existence and activity of several gods, which 
affords the possibility of worshipping all or several things (Greek polys = many). 

 Deism: this view still holds to the conception of God, but does not regard God as the ruler of the 
world. According to this view, God created the world and then allowed it to run its course. 
Important Deists include the Englishman Herbert of Cherbury (1581-1648, the first to call himself 
a ‘Deist’), John Toland (1670-1722), Count Shaftesbury (1671-1713), Matthew Tindal (1656-
1733), the Frenchman Voltaire (1694-1778), the Germans Lessing and Mendelssohn. Immanuel 
Kant (1724-1804) offered the following brief definition: “The deist believes in God, but the theist 
believes in a living God” (Critique of pure reason, p. 633). 

 Atheism: disputes the existence and activity of God / of the gods; an intermediate category 
between theism and atheism is agnosticism, which maintains that there is no way to prove or 
deny the existence of God. Thus it is inconsequential whether there is a God or not (Greek: 
agnoein = to not know).  This spiritual view dates back to Thomas H. Huxley, who coined the 
term ‘agnosticism’ in 1869.  

The Greek philosopher Protagoras is a typical example of ancient agnosticism.  

Atheism arises in many variants. The most important of these for theological debate are the 
following:  

 Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872)—philosophical atheism: God is a wishful projection on the part 
of human beings.  

 Karl Marx (1818-1883)—Marxist atheism: “Religion […] is the opiate of the masses” 
 Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)—nihilistic atheism: “God is dead” 
 Sigmund Freud (1856-1939)—psychoanalytic atheism: Religion is an infantile illusion  

 
 
 
 
 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

25 Dogmatics | Chapter 3: The Doctrine of God 

 

 
 

Summary: Doctrine of the Trinity 
 
“Father”, “Son”, and “Holy Spirit” are not only names that designate the various 
modes of God’s being or revelation, but also names representing the divine persons 
who are completely different in their being.  
 
The “Father” is the Begetter, the “Son” the Begotten, and the “Holy Spirit” is the 
One who proceeds from both.  
 
The three divine persons are continually interrelated and eternally one.  
 
All deeds of God in creation, redemption, and new creation are those of the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

26 Dogmatics | Chapter 3: The Doctrine of God 

 

Test questions on 3.2 – “The Doctrine of the Trinity” 

 

1. What forms of Trinity are distinguished by theology? 
a) Immanent Trinity and Economic Trinity. 
b) Everlasting Trinity and Economic Trinity. 
c) Immanent Trinity and Ecological Trinity. 
d) Immanent Trinity and Ecumenical Trinity. 

 
2. The Council of Constantinople of 381 established that… 

a) God, the Father and God, the Son are of differing substances. 
b) Mary is the mother of God. 
c) God, the Father, God, the Son, and God, the Holy Spirit are of similar substance. 
d) God, the Father, God, the Son, and God, the Holy Spirit are of the same substance. 

 
3. An important advocate of Subordinationism was… 

a) Athanasius the Great. 
b) Arius.  
c) Augustus. 
d) Benedict XVI. 

 
4. The doctrine of the Trinity… 

a) is recorded in the New Testament. 
b) has absolutely no relationship to the Bible. 
c) has its starting point in Holy Scripture. 
d) is recorded in the Quran.  

 
5. Adoptionism teaches that… 

a) Jesus was chosen by God as His Son 
b) the Spirit chose the Son. 
c) Mary became the mother of God. 
d) the Father suffered on the cross in place of the Son. 

 
6. Modalism teaches that… 

a) there are three gods. 
b) Jesus is a modus of the Holy Spirit. 
c) the one God is manifested in three modes (modi). 
d) the Spirit is a modus of the Son.  
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7. The doctrine of the Trinity has its starting point in… 
a) the life and activity of Jesus. 
b) the book of Isaiah. 
c) the Council of Trent. 
d) the life and activity of Apostle Paul. 

 
8. An example of a triadic formula is… 

a) God and Jesus. 
b) Spirit and mind. 
c) God and Spirit. 
d) Lord — Spirit — God.  

 
9. What was established at the Council of Chalcedon in 451? 

a) Trinity. 
b) The doctrine of Hypostatic Union. 
c) Duality. 
d) The doctrine of the Trinity. 

 
10. At the Council of Nicaea of 325, it was established that… 

a) God, the Father, God, the Son, and God, the Holy Spirit are of differing substances. 
b) God, the Father, and God, the Son are of differing substances. 
c) God, the Father, and God, the Son are of the same substance.  
d) God, the Father, and God, the Son are of similar substances.   
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3.3 The Creatorship of God – God the Creator 

 

 

 
It is particularly in the Old Testament that we read of God as the 
Creator. In the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, God, the Father, 
is expressly identified as the Creator of heaven and earth, of the 
visible and the invisible world.  
 

 
 
 
 
1. The Creatorship of God in the Old Testament 

The subject of God’s creatorship is first mentioned in the first two chapters of Genesis. In addition, 
Psalms 104, Job 38:8-11, and Isaiah 40:44 provide insight into the Old Testament’s conceptions 
concerning creation.  

1.1. The Creation 

God’s acts of creation are denoted with the Hebrew word bara (= to create; cf. Genesis 1:1). This 
expression is used exclusively for God’s acts of creation. 

The book of Genesis tells of the creation as an event that took place over the space of seven days. 
According to Genesis 1:2, the starting point for God’s act of creation is the state of primal chaos 
(Hebrew tohuwabohu = “void and without form”). God’s actions occur through the Word, by way of 
which all reality comes into being. However, God is not only a creative power, but is rather capable 
of activating the creative force of the earth through His word.  

 

The six days of creation and the eight works of creation:  

 Day one, one work: alternation between day and night (heaven and earth / light and darkness) 
 Day two, one work: the firmament of Heaven and division of waters 
 Day three, two works: the separation of sea and land; plants 
 Day four, one work: the heavenly bodies (sun, moon, and stars) 
 Day five, one work: water creatures and birds 
 Day six, two works: land animals, human beings in the image of God 
 Day seven: God rests 
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1.2 The Creation of Man 

The central element of the creation account is the creation of human beings as man and woman. 
God creates man in His image, and as such, man represents God in the creation (Genesis 1:26-30).  

 

Key term: ‘Man in the Image of God’ 
 
In the original text, the word rendered as “image” (Hebrew: zaelaem) means 
“statue” or “representation”. Here man is understood as a representation of God in 
the creation, who therefore represents God and to whom the rest of the creation 
pays homage.  
 
Man is in the image of God because he shares in the freedom and immortality of 
God. The fact that man is in the image of God is not destroyed by the fall into sin, 
but has certainly been impaired. 
 

 

 

1.3 Continuous Creation  

Psalm 104 describes God as more than a one-time Creator. Rather it portrays Him as the Preserver 
of the creation. The creatorship of God thus also continues in the present. 

 Psalm 104:10, 27 

“He sends the springs into the valleys; they flow among the hills. […] These all wait for You, 
that You may give them their food in due season.” 

These statements contain the starting point for the doctrine of creatio continua (continuous 
creation).  

1.4 God as the Creator of the World and of History in Isaiah 

The book of Isaiah speaks of God as the Creator of the world and the universal guide of history. The 
Hebrew verb bara is now used to denote both the historical and creative actions of God. God’s 
historical actions and His act of creation are now directly linked: 

 Isaiah 44:24, 26: 

“I am the Lord, who makes all things, who stretches out the heavens all alone, who spreads 
abroad the earth by Myself; […] who confirms the word of His servant, and performs the 
counsel of His messengers; who says to Jerusalem, ‘You shall be inhabited,’ to the cities of 
Judah, ‘You shall be built,’ and I will raise up her waste places.” 
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2. The Son of God as Creator in the New Testament 

The New Testament presupposes the Old Testament belief in the creation, and associates it with the 
Son of God. 
 

Here the creation of the world occurs by way of the Logos, the Son of God:  

 John 1:1-3 

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He 
was in the beginning with God. All things were made through Him, and without Him nothing 
was made that was made.” 

The Son of God is the agent of creation (Colossians 1:12-20; Ephesians 1:3-14). It is thus through Him 
that the creation has come into being.  

Source text from “Doctrine and knowledge”:  

 The Son of God is before all creation and is, at the same time, the precondition by which it came 
into being: “For by Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on earth, visible 
and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers. All things were created 
through Him and for Him” (Colossians 1: 16). The creatorship of the Son of God is brought to 
expression in similar fashion in John 1: 3 (“All things were made through Him, and without Him 
nothing was made that was made”). Hebrews 1: 2 likewise mentions that it was the Son of God 
“through whom also He made the worlds”. The hymn in Colossians is also oriented by the biblical 
account of the creation, where it says: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” 
(Genesis 1: 1). The distinction between the visible and the invisible world is not mentioned in the 
account of the creation contained in Genesis. This distinction is rooted in Greek thought, which 
discusses the invisible world of ideas and the visible world of things and describes the visible and 
the invisible as two forms of that which exists. Nevertheless, this categorisation—this division of 
the creation into two parts—was already to be found among Judaic scholars in pre-Christian 
times. The Son of God is thus the source of both the material and the non-material world, that is, 
of this world and the beyond. 

 This is followed by a list—“thrones or dominions or principalities or powers”—in which it is not 
clear whether it refers to the visible and the invisible, or only one or the other. In the Judaic 
context, thrones, dominions, principalities, and powers are understood as spiritual—and partially 
even demonic personal entities. Presumably the letter to the Colossians is referring to angel 
powers, on which human beings of the time felt dependent. Some New Testament scholars have 
interpreted the “thrones” and “dominions” as good angel entities and the “principalities” and 
“powers” as evil angel entities. Naturally this is not evident from the text. The hymn makes it 
clear that these powerful entities have also been created by the Son of God and that they stand 
under His power. Thus they must not be overvalued or perhaps even misunderstood as powers of 
salvation. The letter to the Hebrews provides something of an explanation on this subject by 
referring to the completely different status of Jesus Christ and the angels: He has “become so 
much better than the angels, as He has by inheritance obtained a more excellent name than 
they” (Hebrews: 1: 4). The function of the angels—the spiritual powers mentioned in the letter to 
the Colossians—is expressed very succinctly and decisively in Hebrews 1: 14: “Are they not all 
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ministering spirits sent forth to minister for those who will inherit salvation?” The following 
statement demonstrates just how much these angel powers are dependent on God: “All things 
were created through Him and for Him.” The Son of God is thus not only the source of the 
creation—that is, it not only emanates from Him—but it is also oriented to Him. Everything that 
has been created stands under the dominion of Jesus Christ.  

2.1 The Creation’s Need for Redemption 

In the New Testament, the creation is characterised as transitory and in need of redemption.  

 Romans 8:19-22: 

“For the earnest expectation of the creation eagerly waits for the revealing of the sons of 
God. For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of Him who 
subjected it in hope; because the creation itself also will be delivered from the bondage of 
corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of God. For we know that the whole 
creation groans and labours with birth pangs together until now.” 

This Bible passage expresses that both mankind and all living creatures are in need of redemption. 
The eschatological hope in a new creation also belongs in this context. As a result, the relationship of 
Christians to the present creation is always subject to an “eschatological proviso”. 

 1 Corinthians 7:29-31: 

“But this I say, brethren, the time is short, so that from now on even those who have wives 
should be as though they had none; those who weep as though they did not weep, those 
who rejoice as though they did not rejoice, those who buy as though they did not possess, 
and those who use this world as not misusing it. For the form of this world is passing away.”  

Here Paul makes it clear that the present creation is not designed to endure, but is instead of a 
transitory nature.  The Christian’s relationship to the world should be characterised by the 
awareness that the world is transitory. 

Since the New Testament assumes the Old Testament belief in the creation and perceives the 
world—despite its obvious shortcomings and temporary nature—as something that has been 
created by God, it borders on both the dualism of the Gnostics (enmity between the world and God) 
and the pantheism of the Stoics (the equating of God with the world).  

 

Key term: ‘The Gnostic conception of the creation’ 
 
For the Gnostics, the material world is not an act of the good God, but rather the 
work of a lower deity, who seeks to trap human beings in a state of ignorance. For 
this reason, the Gnostics reject the material world. In their view, only the world of 
the spirit is good. 
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3. The Early Church’s Professions of the Creatorship of God 

The professions of the early church (cf. Chapter 2, Lesson 2 “The creeds of the early church”) 
explicitly describe the creatorship of God in terms of the testimony contained in the Old and New 
Testaments. This was also intended to defend against the Gnostic devaluation of the material and 
visible creation. 

The Apostolicum states the following:  

 “I believe in God, the Father almighty, Creator of heaven and earth 

The Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople states: 

 “We believe (I believe) in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of 
all things visible and invisible.” 

3.1 The First Article of the New Apostolic Creed states: 

“I believe in God, the Father, the Almighty,  
the Creator of heaven and earth.” 

 

Commentary on the First Article of Faith 
The First Article of Faith refers to the creatorship of God, the Father. That God is the Creator is 
attested in both the Old and New Testaments. The creation incorporates heaven and earth, 
namely—as it is stated in the Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople—“all things visible and invisible”. 
The material world and the spiritual world are present on the basis of God’s act of creation: God is 
the author of all reality, and it bears witness of Him.  
 
God is not only almighty with regard to His work of creation, but is rather always the Almighty. 
Among other things, the omnipotence of God is also demonstrated by the fact that He is the 
unconditional author of the creation: God’s free act of will creates all that is from nothing (creation 
ex nihilo, cf. Hebrews 11:3). 
 
Although the First Article of Faith speaks of God, the Father, as the Creator, God, the Son, and God, 
the Holy Spirit, are also incorporated into the event of creation. This is because the triune God as a 
whole is the Creator, as suggested in Genesis 1:26:  
 

“Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness.” 
 
John 1:1 and Colossians 1:16 expressly reference the creatorship of the Son of God. 

 

4. The doctrine of creation in the early church and the Middle Ages 

The doctrine of creation in the early church and the Middle Ages is not only based on the statements 
of the Old and New Testaments, but is subject to three significant philosophical influences: 

 Platonism 
 Neoplatonism 
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 Aristotelianism  

4.1 Platonism  

The Greek philosopher Plato taught that the material world was only a copy of the spiritual world, 
the world of ideas. The world of ideas is true existence, while visible and tangible reality is only a 
weak copy. This conception—which becomes radicalised in Gnosticism—is associated with a 
devaluation of the creation and of that which has been created, which is not present in either the 
Old Testament or the New Testament. An important theological advocate of Platonism is the North 
African Church Father Augustine.  

(cf. Key term ‘Platonism’ in: Dogmatics, Chapter 1, “What is theology?”) 

4.2 Neoplatonism  

Neoplatonism emerged in the third century AD and endeavoured to arrive at a new interpretation of 
platonic thought. The most important proponent of Neoplatonism is the philosopher Plotinus.  

 

Information on Plotinus: 
Plotinus (205-270 AD) is the founder and main thinker of Neoplatonism, a philosophical school that 
built independently upon the thinking of Plato—that is to say, of Platonism. Plotinus’ teacher was 
the Platonic philosopher Ammonius Saccas († ca. 242/43 AD) of Alexandria, Egypt. Plotinus became 
an influential teacher in Rome. His writings were published by his most important disciple—a critic 
of Chris anity by the name of Porphyry († in Rome in around 305 AD)—in nine volumes (“Ennead” = 
“group of nine”) after his death.  
 
According to Plotinus, the starting point of all reality is the One (Greek: to hen), and it is developed in 
complex systems from there. The starting point of the world is thus not God’s act of creation, but 
rather the step-by-step outpouring of the divine into the creation (emanation). In the early church it 
was the Greek theologian Origen (185-253/54), and in the early Middle Ages it was the Irish-Scottish 
theologian, philosopher, poet, and teacher Johannes Scotus Eriugena (ninth century) who were the 
most prominent proponents of emanation doctrine. 
 
Emanationism states that while the One is perfect, that which proceeds forth from the One is 
imperfect. The emergence of all beings from the One occurs as a result of necessity.   
 
 

4.3 Aristotelianism  

Aristotelianism traces its roots back to the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384-322 BC), a disciple of 
Plato. According to Aristotle, God is the presuppositionless source of the creation. He is the 
unmoved (or primary) mover and the author of all that exists.  

Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1224-1274), a philosopher of the High Middle Ages, understood God as the 
causa prima and actus purus: God is thus the prime source of the creation and the creation occurs 
on the basis of God’s free resolution.  
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5. Reformed Positions 

According to the Lutheran confessional text, the “Confessio Augustana” (CA), God is the Creator and 
Preserver of all things, of the visible and the invisible world. 

The first article of the Confessio Augustana (CA I) is thus clearly oriented to the statements 
contained in the Old and New Testaments. Beyond that, the worldly orders—this refers primarily to 
the state—are good works of God (CA XVI). 

 

Information on the Confessio Augustana: 
The Confessio Augustana (CA) was the most important confession of Lutheranism in the time of the 
Reformation and is still standard for Lutheran Christians today. The lead author of the confession 
was Philipp Melanchthon, and it was read out before the emperor and the empire in German (as the 
emperor spoke little Latin) at the Diet of Augsburg in 1530. The confession attempts to bridge the 
gap to the Old Believers (that is, the Catholic estates of the realm) by referring to the commonalities 
between the new, Reformed doctrine and Catholic doctrine (which includes the doctrine of creation) 
and listing only a few divisive doctrines. The Reformers were seeking to arrive at a mutual 
understanding, but the Catholic theologians responded to the CA with a written rejection. The 
matter was thus settled for the Catholic estates and the emperor—but the Reformation certainly 
was not settled!   
 
 

God is the Creator of the material and spiritual world:  

In the beginning He brings all creaturely being into existence through His free action. God is also the 
Preserver of the creation: He carries that which exists, that which has been created by Him, He 
preserves and permeates it. In addition to the doctrine of creatio originans, that is, the original 
creation in the beginning, Old Lutheran Orthodoxy also professes the doctrine of creatio continua (or 
continuata), which means “ongoing creation” and preservation. Similar notions were also advocated 
by the theologian Abraham Calov († 1686).  

God will conclude this existence with the return of Christ and prepare a new creation. 

 

Information on Old Lutheran Orthodoxy: 
In the post-Reformation era, the term “Orthodoxy” (proper kind of faith) was used in reference to 
the doctrinal traditions of Luther or the Reformed traditions of the thinkers of the baroque period. 
Here a distinction is made between (Old) Protestant Orthodoxy and (Old) Reformed Orthodoxy. For 
Old Lutheran Orthodoxy, the important thing is the preservation of, and theological reflections on, 
the doctrinal traditions of Lutheranism. It inquires into the right form of Lutheran faith and does not 
shy away from the challenging issues that define this era. To regard Orthodoxy as a strictly literal and 
rigid doctrinal system would be a failure to understand the core of the matter. Rather it 
demonstrates a sincere endeavour to grasp faith in the proper manner. The Reformers composed 
demanding, extensive doctrinal texts describing their faith—in Latin, naturally—and often spread 
their doctrinal views as lecturers at renowned professorships such as Wittenberg, Tübingen, and 
Helmstedt. The period of Old Lutheran Orthodoxy begins more or less with the Book of Concord 
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(1580) a collection of the most important Lutheran doctrinal writings, and ends in around 1730 with 
the dawn of Pietism and the emergence of the Enlightenment in Germany.   
 
 

The Reformation thus also incorporates the creation doctrine of the early church and the Middle 
Ages, but corrects it in accordance with its sola scriptura principle. The philosophical models are 
withdrawn in favour of the biblical findings.  

6. Fundamental Statements of Christian Creation Doctrine  

Following are some of the fundamental statements of the Christian doctrine of creation and the 
creatorship of God. 

6.1 Creation is a Work of the Freedom of God (contingency) 

A significant aspect of the doctrine of the creation is the statement: “God did not have to create the 
world”. He could exist without the world. Rather, the creation comes into being on the basis of the 
free and completely unfettered divine will. This act of God’s free will cannot be restricted by 
anything, and thus it can be argued that the creation did not need to exist (contingency).  

Since the creation owes its existence to an act of God’s free will, the world cannot have come into 
being through divine emanation—which, as such, is part of the being of God and would thus have to 
occur by necessity—either.  

There is a familiar philosophical question which asks:  

 “Why does anything exist in the first place and why isn’t there nothing instead?” 

In Christian creation doctrine this question can only be answered by the axiom of creation by God’s 
free will: “Because God wanted it that way”.  

6.2 The Relationship Between God and the World 

While the doctrines of Emanation and even Pantheism (which states that God is everything) blur the 
distinction between God and the world, the Christian doctrine of the creation maintains the 
complete and intrinsic distinctiveness between God and the world. Reality is a free action of God. It 
is based upon an act of the divine will and can therefore not be identical with God. The Lutheran 
theologian and Luther researcher Paul Althaus emphasises the “complete and utter createdness of 
the world in its emergence and ongoing existence by God’s free and wilful composing”.  “The world 
is creation”, he goes on to emphasise. “It is not God, not of or in God. God is not the cause, but 
rather the author of the world” (Althaus, Paul: Die christliche Wahrheit [The Christian truth], pp 302-
304).  

6.3 Creatio ex nihilo (Latin: Creation from nothing) 

A further essential aspect of the Christian creation doctrine is the notion that God has created 
everything from nothing.  
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6.3.1 Biblical Preconditions 

While the oldest writings concerning the creation assume some kind of precondition, 2 Maccabees 
7:28 states that God’s act of creation has no preconditions whatsoever and that it has occurred from 
nothing.  

 2 Maccabees 7:28: 

“I beseech thee, my son, look upon the heaven and the earth, and all that is therein, and 
consider that God made them of things that were not; and so was mankind made likewise.” 

On the other hand, the most recent book of the Old Testament, namely the Wisdom of Solomon, 
speaks of a kind of proto-material from which God formed the creation. In Wisdom of Solomon 
11:17 we read:  

“For thine Almighty hand, that made the world of matter without form, wanted not means to send 
among them a multitude of bears, or fierce lions.” 

In the New Testament, Hebrews 11:3 suggests a creation from nothing: “By faith we understand that 
the worlds were framed by the word of God, so that the things which are seen were not made of 
things which are visible.” Yet Hebrews 11:3 does not speak expressly of a creation from nothing, but 
rather a kind of creation from the invisible. Here the author may well have been thinking of 
archetypes (ideas). Nevertheless, this passage is traditionally used as evidence for the Christian 
doctrine of creatio ex nihilo.  

6.3.2 Systematic Reflections on the Concept of creatio ex nihilo  

God has created the world from the void through His word with a temporal beginning, and He will 
also give it a temporal ending with the new creation.  

Concerning creation from nothing, Luther remarked:  

 The creatio ex nihilo is more difficult to believe than the incarnation (“Tamen articulus de 
creatio rerum ex nihilo difficilior est creditu quam articulus de incarnatione”) 

“The expressive intent of the concept of creatio ex nihilo cannot be interpreted in natural scientific 
or metaphysical terms. It is utterly and completely dependent on the idea of God… Just as any 
concept of the resurrection of the dead can only arise or be advocated in the context of the idea of 
God, the same is true for the concept of creation in the sense of the creatio ex nihilo” (Ebeling, 
Gerhard: Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens I [Dogmatics of the Christian faith I], p. 309). 

6.4 God’s Accompaniment of the Creation (God’s governance of the world) 

“The exclusive justification for the existence of the world by the free will of the Trinitarian God 
makes it clear that the created world is dependent on God in every respect. It cannot guarantee its 
ongoing existence on its own, but rather owes this to the enduring care of the triune God, who does 
not leave the creation to its own devices, but rather accompanies it through His activity.” 
(Leonhardt, p. 242). 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

37 Dogmatics | Chapter 3: The Doctrine of God 

 

Old Protestant Orthodoxy endeavoured to comprehend the manner in which God accompanies and 
governs His creation. 

Providence applies first and foremost to the will of God, which precedes His actions in creation. 

This is a matter of the internal actions of the triune God:  

 God’s foreknowledge (prognosis), on the basis of which His care is to be extended. 
 God’s resolution (prosthesis) to also exercise this care. 

The term providentia, which refers to the external actions of God, which are directed to the world, 
incorporates three aspects:  

 The sustaining providence (providentia conservatrix) of God, because things do not have the 
ability to continue existing on their own. God must assure the ongoing existence of all that exists 
(creatio continua). 

 The cooperative providence (providentia cooperatrix) of God: God acts in all things that occur 
within the creation. Even human actions are limited by divine providence. 

 The governing providence (providentia gubernatrix) of God: God guides the actions of created 
beings in such a manner that they cannot thwart His intentions with the creation.  

 

 

Key term: Mythos in the ancient Oriental environment of Israel 
 
Israel did not exist independently of temporal history and its ancient Oriental 
environment: during the second and first millennia before Christ, it existed within a 
web of relationships with Egypt, the Mesopotamian region (which includes the 
kingdoms of Sumer, Akkad, and Babylon), and the Persians, and in even closer 
proximity to the Canaanites, the Edomites, the Moabites, the Ammonites, and the 
Aramaeans (Syrians). The traditions and ideas of these civilisations also rubbed off 
on the Israelite worldview. These also include cosmogonies—that is, mythical 
accounts of the origins of the world and mankind, which associated human 
existence with the rule of divine powers (this is what mythos means in the religious 
sense). Myths such as the battle against the dragon of chaos therefore flow into 
biblical accounts. This myth originated in Babylon and explained the creation by way 
of the victory of the Babylonian city god (and principal god) Marduk over the primal 
serpent (the “dragon goddess of chaos”, where chaos refers to the unordered 
masses before the creation) Tiamat: Marduk forms heaven and earth from the two 
halves of the slain dragon goddess of chaos. 
 

 

 

The use of ancient Oriental myths does not imply that the biblical texts are merely retellings of 
ancient Oriental myths. Rather, the texts attempt to portray the inexpressible using mythical images, 
and in so doing always bear in mind that it is the one God of Israel—and not Marduk—who works 
and creates.  
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“The strong similarities between the Old Testament’s statements about the creation and the notions 
of the surrounding religions is chiefly due to the fact that Yahweh was not originally worshipped 
primarily as the Creator. Rather He was principally thought of as the God of the historical election 
and leadership of Israel. It was only after the conquest of Canaan that these statements about God 
came to be expanded, not least of all due to the confrontation with the cosmogony teachings of 
Israel’s ancient Oriental environment” (R. Leonhardt, p. 239).  
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Test questions on 3.3 – “The Creatorship of God” 

 

1. The term ‘contingency’ means that…  
a) God did not want to create the world. 
b) God created the world by His free will. 
c) God does not create any world at all. 
d) God had to create the world.  

 
2. The notion of the providentia of God means that… 

a) God created the world from nothing. 
b) God saw the creation beforehand. 
c) God leaves the world to its own devices. 
d) God accompanies and preserves the creation. 

 
3. What statements about humanity are characteristic of the creation account in Genesis 1?  

a) Man is created in the image of God. 
b) Emancipation.  
c) Similarity to God.  
d) The Patriarchate.  

 
4. From the mythologies of its environment, Israel adopted the image of creation as … 

a) the World Tree. 
b) the battle against the dragon goddess of chaos. 
c) the emanation of God. 
d) the battle of the Titans. 

 
5. The term creatio ex nihilo means that… 

a) God created the world from nothing. 
b) created things live from nothing. 
c) God did not create the world. 
d) the creation is nothing. 
 

6. Which biblical passage is the locus classicus (starting point) for the teaching of ongoing creation?  
a) John 8. 
b) Genesis 2: 4b – 25. 
c) Psalm 104. 
d) Genesis 1: 1-2, 4a 

 
7. The core statement of the hymn in Colossians is that… 

a) the Son of God is the Mediator of creation.  
b) the Holy Spirit is the Mediator of creation.  
c) the Son of God is the sole Creator. 
d) God the Father is the sole Creator.  
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8. How can the philosophical question, “Why does anything—rather than nothing—exist at all?” be 
answered from the Christian perspective?  
a) Because it says so in the Bible. 
b) God does not play a role in this. 
c) It happened by coincidence. 
d) Because God wanted it that way. 

 
9. Which prophet expanded the works of God (Hebrew: bara) to include the historical and creative 

actions of God?  
a) Isaiah. 
b) Cain. 
c) Jeremiah. 
d) Elijah. 

 
10. According to the creation account of Genesis 1, God creates… 

a) through His angels. 
b) with His hands. 
c) through His thoughts. 
d) by His word. 
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3.4 The Problem of Theodicy  

 

 

 
Let us use our newly acquired knowledge pertaining to theology 
and the Trinity in order to look at a long cultivated field in the 
history of theology, namely the matter of theodicy. In the following 
we will explain the problem of theodicy, where it comes from, and 
how theologians of the past and today think about it. 
 

 

 

1. What Does the Term ‘Theodicy’ Mean?  

The term ‘theodicy’ was coined by the philosopher Gottfried Leibniz (see below), and refers to the 
question of how the existence of evil, as we encounter it in the present state of the world, can be 
reconciled with the righteousness and perfection of God. Theodicy thus inquires into the 
righteousness of God in the face of the evil that exists in the world.  

Ultimately, theodicy asks God the question as to how He can permit evil in the world, and how He 
justifies this.  

Formulated in a different way:  

 How can the almighty, good, gracious, and righteous God permit all the suffering and evil in 
the world, which—according to Genesis 1:9—He has, after all, created?  

The phrase ‘Unde malum’ (which means “Where does evil come from?”) corresponds to this 
question, that is to say, the question as to the origin of evil.  

Atheism expands and radicalises this question and goes on to ask:  

 Can there even be such thing as a God who permits these kinds of things? 
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Information on Leibniz: 

 
Gottfried Wilhelm 

Leibniz 
(wikipedia) 

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibnitz (1646-1716) was a child prodigy who taught 
himself to read, write, and speak Latin. At the age of fifteen he was already 
studying philosophy and law at the University of Leipzig, and by the age of 
21 he was already a Doctor of Law. In addition he occupied himself 
intensively with history, philology, botany, mathematics, and physics.  
 
He became one of the most important universal scholars of his time and 
one of the most important predecessors of the Enlightenment. Leibniz’ 
principal philosophical work is the Monadology (1794), in which he 
describes his conception of metaphysics. In so doing he drew from the neo-
platonic concept of the monad, and saw in this a simple, indivisible, and 
non-expandable substance. 
 
His treatise, Essai de Théodicée (see below) is of definitive importance for 
the question of theodicy. Leibniz died in Hannover, his main place of work, 
presumably as a baron (however, the instrument confirming this status has 
been lost). 

 

 

2. The Question of Theodicy in Antiquity 

The question of evil in the world, in all its radical implications, is first asked within the domain of 
Greek philosophy.  
 

2.1. The Question of Theodicy in Greek Philosophy 

The Greek philosopher Epicurus († ca. 270 BC) addresses the problem of theodicy as follows:  

 “Either God wants to eliminate evil and is incapable of doing so—in which case God is not 
omnipotent, which does not apply to Him—or else He is indeed capable of doing so and 
does not want to—in which case God is malevolent, which is foreign to Him—or else He 
does not want to do so, and is also incapable of doing so—in which case He is both weak and 
malevolent at the same time, and thus not God. Or else He does indeed want to eliminate 
evil and is also capable of doing so—which is the only option suited to God. But then where 
do these evils come from and why does He not take them away?” 

 
 
 
Information on Epicurus: 
The Greek philosopher Epicurus (ca. 341 - ca. 270 BC) is the founder and principal thinker of the 
philosophical school of the Epicureans, who were active at about the same time as the Stoics. The 
often misunderstood concept of hedonism (Greek hedone = joy, enjoyment) dates back to Epicurus. 
Here the goal of philosophy is to arrive at the greatest possible enjoyment while at the same time 
avoiding pain and suffering. This does not mean, however, that everything else should be 
subordinate to the striving for enjoyment. Only fragments of Epicurus’ works remain extant, among 
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them the significant Letter to Menoeceus concerning ethics, in which Epicurus sets forth his doctrine.  
 
The question of evil posed by Epicurus is further sharpened in the teachings of Sextus Empiricus († ca 
250 AD), one of the ancient Sceptics. Now the question was no longer: “How can God permit evil?” 
but instead: “Can there be such a thing as a God who allows evil to exist?” In other words, Sextus 
Empiricus not only criticises the outmoded philosophical model of God, but the very existence of 
God in the first place.   
 
 
 
 
Information on Sextus Empiricus and Ancient Scepticism: 
We do not know much about the philosopher and physician Sextus Empiricus, who wrote in Greek 
and was active in the second century AD. Sextus is significant as (likely the last) main proponent of 
ancient scepticism, a philosophical school which denied any possibility of certain knowledge in the 
first place. In his main work, Outlines of Pyrrhonism, he describes his view of scepticism (which 
draws from the “Pyrrhonian Scepticism” of the Greek philosopher Pyrrho of Elis [ca 365/360 BC – ca. 
275/270 BC]). The quotation above is also found there.   
 
 
 
2.2 The Question of Theodicy in the Old and New Testaments 

In the Old Testament, the question of the origin of evil and the deficiencies in the world does not 
arise. There is no philosophical-theological discourse of the problem of evil. This is related to the fact 
that the thinking and imagery of the Old Testament is not theoretically oriented, but is instead 
always focused on—and seeking to understand—the immediate sphere of human experience. It is 
for this reason that it develops the existential problem that the righteous and God-fearing must 
experience unrighteousness and suffering—and here the book of Job is exemplary.  

The older wisdom literature (for example, the book of Proverbs) assumes a close relationship 
between an individual’s deeds and the way he fares in life: the wise is devout and righteous, and 
therefore he fares well (cf. Proverbs 21:21: “He who follows righteousness and mercy finds life, 
righteousness and honour”). By contrast, the book of Job and many of the psalms conclude that 
precisely the opposite is true: the righteous and devout suffer unrighteousness, while the wicked 
prosper. This contradiction cannot be solved in the book of Job. The narrative framework actually 
reveals a rather resigned attitude, which simply assumes that both good and evil come from God:  

 Job 2:10:  

“Shall we indeed accept good from God, and shall we not accept adversity?” 

In the discourse portion of the book, Job pleads with God and comes to the conclusion:  

“How can a man be righteous before God? […] Who can say to Him, ‘What are You doing?’” (Job 9:2, 
12). The book of Job thus illustrates the reality of experience, however, it has no answer to the 
question of theodicy. At the end of the book the problem is solved in that the righteous who has had 
to suffer so greatly receives a generous reward (cf. Job 42:10 et seq.).  
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Information on the Book of Job: 

 
 

The book of Job contains a narrative framework which relates the account 
of Job’s temptation by Satan as well as Job’s rehabilitation and 
restoration, as well as a discourse section in which Job talks with his 
friends and pleads with God. The narrative framework is divided into a 
prologue (Job 1:2) and an epilogue (Job 42:7-17). The discourse portion 
contains Job’s lamentations (Job 3), the dialogue between Job and his 
three friends (Job 4-28), Job’s monologue (Job 29-31), the monologue of a 
fourth friend, Elihu (Job 32-37), and God’s words to Job (Job 38-42:6).  
 
In the New Testament as in the Old Testament there is no answer to the 
question of the origin of evil. The New Testament simply regards evil as 
something that is present and active, without positing any theological 
reflections as to its origin or function. 
 
In the New Testament, the question of evil and the suffering of the 
righteous is directly referenced to Jesus Christ. He is the Righteous One 
who must endure suffering and ultimately death. With the incarnation of 
God in Jesus Christ, a new period, a new age, dawns, in which Satan—as 
the cause of evil—is deprived of his power once and for all (Luke 10:17-
18). Through faith, Christians share in the victory of Christ over death and 
evil (cf. Romans 6:8 et seq.). This hidden disempowerment of the evil one 
will ultimately become visible to all in the new creation, in New Jerusalem, 
and will permeate the entire cosmos (cf. Revelation 21).  

 

 

3. The Question of Theodicy in the Theology of the Early Church 

Christian theology has adopted the question of theodicy from the philosophy of antiquity. The early 
church theologian Lucius Caecilius Firmianus, also called Lactantius (ca. 250-320), who is considered 
one of the Latin Church Fathers and who in many ways accepted the Gentile literature rejected by 
most Christians, adopted Epicurus’ line of questioning. The problem of evil in the world is sharpened 
within Judeo-Christian thought because belief in God incorporates the belief that He is the Creator, 
who has made everything to be “very good” (Genesis 1:31).  
 
3.1 Evil is the Absence of Goodness 

Many theologians of later antiquity taught that God is only the Creator of that which is good, and 
thus He cannot be the author of evil. Thus evil is not accorded an existence of its own—and it is here 
that the theology of the early church follows the precepts of Platonism—such as that which is 
accorded to goodness. Rather, evil is solely the absence or lack of goodness.  

Evil is a consequence of human sin and has its source in the will. It is not a substance of its own, nor 
does it share the same source and origin of goodness. It is the result of the free choice of human 
beings.  
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Even the devil was once a good angel and only became evil by his own free will. This argument and 
similar arguments are proposed by theologians of late antiquity such as Tertullian, Basileus, Gregory 
of Nyssa, and Augustine, however, these positions tend to trivialise evil and do not take its power 
seriously. 
 
3.2 Evil has a Pedagogical Function 

Another explanation for the origin of evil is that God permits evil in order to lead all things toward 
the good. It serves—as Origen maintains—as a means of education and punishment. The Church 
Teacher Augustine categorises evil within the plan of divine salvation economy.  

Accordingly, even death—whereby one is born into a new life and evil is destroyed—serves this 
purpose. Although Providence often conceals its intentions from the eyes of human beings in this 
age of the world, it will reveal them in the world to come.  

Another explanation was that God permits evil in order to punish mankind for sins. However, this 
view is countered by John 9:2-3:  

 “And His disciples asked Him, saying, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he 
was born blind?’ Jesus answered, ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned, but that the 
works of God should be revealed in him.’” 

Jesus answers the question of the disciples such that God permits evil to exist so that goodness may 
shine forth all the more clearly. 

4. The Doctrine of Theodicy According to Leibniz 

In 1710 the German philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz published a French text with the 
(German) title “Theodizee. Die Gerechtigkeit Gottes angesichts der Übel in der Welt” [Theodicy. The 
righteousness of God in view of the evils in the world]. The interpretation of Leibniz is a direct 
expression of Enlightenment thinking, according to which the world and human beings “in 
themselves” are good.  

4.1 The Main Points of Leibniz’ Teaching 

Leibniz described God as the foundation of all things. God is almighty, all-knowing, and kind. This 
God has created the “best possible of all worlds” and ordered it by way of “pre-established 
harmony”, an order inherent to all things. Since God in His goodness has created the “best possible 
of all worlds”, evil cannot be an error in the creation, but exists because the creation is distinct from 
God and confined to itself.  

Leibniz maintains that the world must be flawed for the following reason:  

 “In contrast, the imperfections and deficiencies arise from the actions of the original state of 
limitedness—which necessarily had to be imposed on the creation from the very beginning 
of its existence through the ideal foundations by which it is restricted. After all, God could 
not have conferred everything upon the creation without making it into a god itself. Thus 
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there had to be different levels in the perfection of things, as well as restrictions of all sorts” 
(quote per Leonhardt, p. 253, fourth edition).  

 

4.2. The End of Leibniz’ Theory 

Leibniz’ interpretation of Theodicy and his overall view of the justification of God and human liberty 
were shattered by an event that occurred on 1 November 1755:  

 An earthquake and tsunami destroyed the Portuguese city of Lisbon—the capital of a strictly 
Catholic country! In the face of this devastation, the question of theodicy was completely 
rephrased because all previous answers sounded like a mockery of the victims of this 
tragedy. The prostitutes’ quarter of the city had remained largely unscathed, while the 
faithful who were in the process of celebrating All Saints’ Day in their churches were all 
killed! 

Reactions to the events of 1 November 1755 and Leibniz’ theodicy: 

 Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), the most significant philosopher of the Enlightenment, 
maintained that reason alone did not possess sufficient means to speculate about such 
metaphysical questions as Leibniz had done (“On the Miscarriage of all Philosophical Trials in 
Theodicy”, 1791).  

 Georg Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel (1770-1831), a widely influential philosophy professor active 
in both Heidelberg and Berlin in the nineteenth century, accused Leibniz of labouring in a 
logical circle: “The best of all possible worlds” was nothing more than “a boring notion” 
because it was without argument (Philosophy of History, 1805).  

 According to Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860)—the philosopher, professor, and opponent 
of Hegel at Berlin University—we live in the worst of all worlds. For Schopenhauer, evil is 
part of the nature of the world. If one shares in the nature of the world and affirms it 
through one’s will and actions, one must necessarily suffer. It is through knowledge alone—
that is to say, through “representation”—that human beings can liberate themselves from 
the nature of the world, which brings suffering.  

5. Final Reflections on the Problem of Theodicy 

The Protestant theologian Wolfgang Trillhaas (1903-1995), a professor of practical and systematic 
theology in Erlangen and Göttingen, casts doubt upon the theological justification of the question of 
theodicy: 

 “The mere thought of any kind of ‘justification of God’—that is to say, a moral question 
addressed to God, as it were—transcends all human abilities and skills. The questioning 
implied in theodicy endeavours to make the vast and unmanageable world manageable, and 
attempts to transform a religious need—that is to say, a need that can only be overcome in 
the subjectivity of faith—into an ideologically solvable question. Since all questions of faith 
have the tendency of becoming ideologically objectivised, theodicy will have to be 
recognised as an impossible question, but by its very nature it is also an unsolvable 
question.” (Theodizee III Systematisch. In: Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart 
[Theodicy III Systematic. In: Religion in History and the Present], Volume 6, Column 746). 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

47 Dogmatics | Chapter 3: The Doctrine of God 

 

 

 

Summary: The Problem of Theodicy 
 
There is no satisfactory answer to the question of theodicy and there is no solution 
to the problem of theodicy.  
 
However: Jesus’ suffering and death give human beings access to God. For this 
reason alone, therefore, suffering cannot be characterised as unrighteous or 
meaningless. In view of the cross of Jesus Christ, even human suffering and death 
take on meaning (Romans 8:28). It is not God who must justify Himself before 
mankind or history. Rather it is God who justifies believing human beings.  
 
Even though there is no solution to the problem of theodicy, it is helpful to consider 
that God suffers with the world in the Crucified One. The true omnipotence of God 
is revealed in Jesus’ powerlessness on the cross: the death of God as the negation of 
death (according to Hegel). 
 
As the cross of Christ makes clear, God is not some non-participating spectator, but 
rather stands by His creation in suffering (according to the Tübingen theologian 
Jürgen Moltmann [born 1926] and the Osnabrück dogmatic theologian, ethicist, and 
religious philosopher Horst Georg Pöhlmann [born 1933]). 
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Test questions on 3.4 – “Theodicy” 

 

1. How does Leibniz explain that God did not create the world without evil?  
a) Without evil there would be no sin which would need to be erased through Jesus’ sacrificial 

death. 
b) If He had created the world any better, it would be God itself. 
c) Because God Himself wants evil. 
d) Because God needs evil to help Him educate human beings.  

 
2. What event shattered Leibniz’ thesis that God had created “the best of all possible worlds”?  

a) The outbreak of the seven-year war on 17 May 1756. 
b) The nuclear attack on Hiroshima on 6 August 1945. 
c) The earthquake in Lisbon on 1 November 1755. 
d) The death of Joseph II on 20 February 1790. 

 
3. What question does theodicy attempt to answer?  

a) How can the almighty, good, gracious, and just God permit all the suffering and evil in the 
world? 

b) Can the Bible be translated into a just language? 
c) What is the righteousness of God?  
d) How is the sinner justified before God?  

 
4. How does theology view the question of theodicy today?  

a) It can only be answered by philosophy. 
b) One must go back to Leibniz. 
c) This question cannot be asked. 
d) This question is superfluous. 

 
5. Which passage contradicts the assumption that God permits evil as a punishment for sin? 

a) Psalm 23: 1. 
b) John 9: 2-3. 
c) John 1: 1. 
d) Isaiah 6: 1. 

 
6. What is the relationship between the actions and welfare of the individual in the older wisdom 

literature of the Old Testament?  
a) What God does ever well is done. 
b) Only God is good. 
c) If the wise are devout and righteous, they will prosper. 
d) If the wise are devout and righteous, they will suffer nevertheless.  
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7. What is the basic thesis of the book of Job and many of the Psalms?  
a) Both the righteous and the wicked prosper to the same extent. 
b) Both the righteous and the wicked suffer to the same extent. 
c) There is no end to the making of books. 
d) The righteous suffer and the wicked prosper. 

 
8. Early church theologians taught that evil is the absence of goodness. What is the problem with 

this approach?  
a) The Holy Spirit assumes the role of evil. 
b) It trivialises evil. 
c) It overestimates the power of evil. 
d) It equates God with evil. 

 
9. The following helps us better understand the problem of theodicy:  

a) God is conceived of as being Trinitarian. 
b) God suffers with the creation in Jesus Christ.  
c) God is not capable of suffering. 
d) Jesus Christ has two natures.  

 
10. In Greek philosophy (for example, that of Sextus Empiricus), the question of theodicy is 

sharpened to the following question:  
a) Is there even such a thing as evil?  
b) Is evil part of the creation?  
c) Is God evil? 
d) Can there even be such thing as a God who permits evil?  

 


