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Lesson #15 – God’s Impassibility 2315 

Impassibility is an attribute of God that is not widely understood nor even accepted.  It is often defined 
incorrectly, resulting in it not being accepted widely.  I believe that this is a true attribute of God when it is 
properly defined.  This is an important element of God’s sovereign immutability which we will study in a future 
lesson yet to come. 
 
I.  Definition of God’s Impassibility 

“Classic theism teaches that God is impassible — not subject to suffering, pain, or the ebb and flow of 
involuntary passions.” Theopedia   This doctrine is often misunderstood to mean that God does not have 
passions or emotions.  The Scriptures are clear that various emotions are ascribed to God in very many 
passages.   
 

Impassibility “has often been seen as a consequence of divine aseity, the idea that God is absolutely 
independent of any other being, e.g., in no way causally dependent.” Wikipedia  
 

“Aseity is the property by which a being exists of and from itself.  It refers to the Christian 
belief that God does not depend on any cause other than Himself for His existence, realization, or end, 
and has within Himself his own reason of existence. This represents God as absolutely independent and 
self-existent by His own nature.”  

 

Clearly God has emotions, but He is never subject to emotions.  He is sovereign, not subject to or 
dependent on anything.  He operates in accordance with His own nature (attributes).  He is not contingent on 
any created thing!  No one, nor anything, can cause God pain or suffering. 
 

Categorical Discussions: 
 

Is this an Existential or a Relational Category?  Impassibility is primarily an existential attribute that 
supports and is necessary for God’s sovereignty, immutability and aseity.   

 

Is this an Incommunicable or a Communicable Category?  Impassibility is an “incommunicable” 
attribute.  Humans are mostly subject to their emotions.   

•  We are not sovereign or immutable.   
•  We are subject and dependent on much that we experience.   
•  We are entirely contingent on our surroundings.   

We have not been commanded to be impassible! 
 

Problem Statement:  To understand God’s “Impassibility” is to understand one of the important bases of 
the absolute faithfulness of God.  God can be faithful to His word and to we who are in Christ in a way 
that we have not experienced in this life, because we are moved by passions, by forces, by personalities, 
by fear, by circumstances, by need, by sickness, etc.  God is not subject to any of these.   

 

To know for certain this impassibility is to gain significant confidence in our God’s faithfulness.  In this 
knowledge, we grow in our faith in God and in His word.  We are not called to a blind faith, but rather to a 
faith rooted in God’s very nature.   

 
II.  Logic and Importance of God’s Impassibility 

 

God must be impassible because He is sovereign over all things including Himself.   
God must be impassible because nothing ever catches Him off-guard. 
God must be impassible because He has decreed all things.  There are no circumstances of which He is not 
in sovereign control of. 

We (mankind) bring nothing to God that He depends on for His satisfaction. 
God is complete without we humans.  His self-satisfaction is entirely independent of His created orders. 
 

Consequences of God’s Impassibility:  God is entirely faithful to Himself.  In that He has purposed and 
decreed what is to come to pass, nothing and no-one can affect His own purposes and decrees.  His word is 
certain.  In that it tells of His redemption of a people for His own pleasure, we know with certainty that His 



The Strange and Wonderful Attributes of God 

The Strange and Wonderful Attributes of God – Lesson #15 – God’s Impassibility  Page 2 of 4 

own purposes will be brought to pass.  Thus we are certain and confident that our good will come to pass in 
accordance with God’s decrees and purposes. 
 

Rom 8:26-39  In the same way the Spirit also helps our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we 
should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words; 27and He who 
searches the hearts knows what the mind of the Spirit is, because He intercedes for the saints according 
to the will of God.  28And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who 
love God, to those who are called according to His purpose.  29For those whom He foreknew, He also 
predestined to become conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the firstborn among 
many brethren; 30and these whom He predestined, He also called; and these whom He called, He also 
justified; and these whom He justified, He also glorified.  31What then shall we say to these things?  If 
God is for us, who is against us?   32He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him over for us 
all, how will He not also with Him freely give us all things?   33Who will bring a charge against God's 
elect?  God is the one who justifies; 34who is the one who condemns?  Christ Jesus is He who died, yes, 
rather who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us.  35Who will separate 
us from the love of Christ?  Will tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or 
peril, or sword?   36Just as it is written, 

 

"FOR YOUR SAKE WE ARE BEING PUT TO DEATH ALL DAY LONG; 
WE WERE CONSIDERED AS SHEEP TO BE SLAUGHTERED." Psalm 44:22 

 
37But in all these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us.  38For I am convinced 
that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor 
powers, 39nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, will be able to separate us from the love of 
God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.                   All Scripture used is from the NASU. 

 

III.  Scriptural Basis of God’s Impassibility 
Some verses pertinent to this goal of knowing of God’s : 

 

Impassibility is a logically constructed attribute based on God’s other attributes such as His immutability, 
His sovereignty, His aseity, His faithfulness, and His omniscience.  The following discussion from “Got 
Questions?org” from the internet is useful. 

 
Question: "What is the doctrine of the impassibility vs. any passibility of God?" 
 

Answer: To be “passible” is to be “capable of feeling, especially suffering” or to be “susceptible to 
emotion.”  When theologians speak of God’s “passibility” versus His “impassibility,” they are referring 
to His freedom to respond emotionally versus a perceived lack of empathy for His creatures. 
 

The doctrine of the passibility of God has to do with the theology of the “suffering” of God.  Does God 
suffer?  Can He truly feel emotional pain?  Some theologians see the impassibility of God as one of His 
attributes, right up there with His immutability, omniscience, or eternality.  They see God as “apathetic” 
in the sense that He exists above human emotion and remains untouched by it.  Others see God’s 
passibility as one of His essential attributes—they insist that God does indeed suffer with us.  
 

Both sides of the issue face the danger of pushing things too far.  When the doctrine of divine 
impassibility is pushed to an extreme, the result is deism, which views God as cold, distant, and 
impassive—a God who deigns not to interact with humanity.  Conversely, when the doctrine of divine 
passibility is taken to an extreme, the result is open theism, which views God as not knowing the future 
and being as surprised as we are by each turn of events.  
 

Arguing for the doctrine of God’s impassibility is the fact of God’s immutability (His unchanging 
nature).  The reasoning is that, if God “suffers” in response to a source of pain, then has He not changed?  
Those who argue for impassibility do not deny that God has emotions; rather, they affirm that God’s 
emotions are voluntary and purposeful, not knee-jerk reactions to events on earth.  Also, according to 
promoters of God’s impassibility, God’s absolute power and sovereignty argue against His suffering: 
someone who suffers must be subject to the circumstance that causes the suffering; therefore, God cannot 
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suffer, since He is not subject to anything. 
 

However, arguing for the doctrine of God’s passibility are many Scripture passages that seem to indicate 
that God does respond emotionally to events on earth.  It’s impossible to read much of Scripture without 
realizing that God feels compassion for His people (Isaiah 14:1); that He feels wrath against sin (Psalm 
38:3); and that He is pained by the rejection of His love and grace (Luke 19:41–42).  Jesus, who is “the 
exact representation” of God’s being (Hebrews 1:3), wept at Lazarus’s tomb (John 11:35).  
 
Jesus, who showed us the Father (John 14:8–10), often showed that He was passible.  We see passibility 
in the description of Him as our Great High Priest who is able to “empathize with our weaknesses” 
(Hebrews 4:15).  The prophets predicted Jesus to be “a man of suffering, and familiar with pain” (Isaiah 
53:3).  
 

Likewise, God’s children must enter into the suffering of each other.  Paul wrote from prison for the 
church to “remember my chains” (Colossians 4:18).  The author of Hebrews tells the church to “continue 
to remember those in prison as if you were together with them in prison, and those who are mistreated as 
if you yourselves were suffering.”  It is this suffering with those who suffer that truly defines passibility.  
“Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn” (Romans 12:15).  As God’s people share 
each other’s sorrow, they reflect the passibility of God. 
 

Those who argue for the passibility of God point out that it is God’s eternal, divine sympathy that leads 
Him to be involved in His creation and to voluntarily allow His heart to be touched by the suffering of 
His people.  God is transcendent, yes, but He is not aloof.  Biblical statements such as “God is love” (1 
John 4:8) reveal a passionate God who listens to our cries for help (Psalm 69:33), shows compassion 
(Mark 6:34), and knows our suffering firsthand (Hebrews 2:18). 
 

The doctrine of the passibility of God does not teach that God is fickle, has mood swings, or cannot 
control His responses.  God is never the victim of circumstance.  The doctrine of passibility does teach 
that God is emotionally invested in His creation; He is involved because He cares. 
 

Recommended Resource: Knowing God by J.I. Packer 
 
IV.  Important Points About God’s Impassibility 

 

1st  How God’s Impassibility Relates to Other Attributes  Attributes of God which are related to His 
impassibility include His Aseity, His Immutability, His Transcendence, and His Omniscience.  
Discuss. 

 

2nd  Why God’s Impassibility is Important to Our Faith  Impassibility assures us that God is 
immutable in His promises to us.  Our confidence in our God is grounded in a proper understanding 
of impassibility and what it tells us about our Father and His certain relationship with us.   

         God is always entirely the opposite of capricious, unstable, mercurial, impulsive, unpredictable.   
•  God is entirely dependable to those whom He has redeemed.   
•  Likewise He is entirely consistent to those who are reprobate and have refused to worship 

Him!  To those who have scorned and rejected Him! 
  

3rd  Confessions or Creeds that Address God’s Impassibility 
Chapter 2, Article 1 of the 1689 London Baptist Confession   
“The Lord our God is the one and only living and true God; whose subsistence is in and of Himself ; 
who is infinite in being and perfection; whose essence cannot be comprehended by any but Himself; 
who is a most pure spirit, invisible, without body, parts, or passions; who only has immortality; who 
dwells in the light which no man can approach, who is immutable, immense, eternal, 
incomprehensible, almighty, in every way infinite, most holy, most wise, most free, most absolute; 
who works all things according to the counsel of His own immutable and most righteous will, 
for His own glory; who is most loving, gracious, merciful, longsuffering, and abundant in goodness 
and truth; who forgives iniquity, transgression, and sin; Who is the rewarder of those who diligently 



The Strange and Wonderful Attributes of God 

The Strange and Wonderful Attributes of God – Lesson #15 – God’s Impassibility  Page 4 of 4 

seek Him; and who, at the same time, is most just and terrible in His judgements, hating all sin 
and who will by no means clear the guilty.    

 

4th  Errors/Heresies that Deny God’s Impassibility  
Those theological systems of thought that make God out to be a superman rather than God.  
Basically all religions except orthodox Christianity based entirely on Scripture.  Theological 
Liberalism, weak Evangelicalism, most cults, and most man-made religions. 

 
Important Quotes About God’s Impassibility 

 
God is the sovereign initiator and instigator of all His own affections—which are never uncontrolled or 
arbitrary.  He cannot be made to emote against His will, but is always the source and author of all His 
affective dispositions.  So a proper understanding of impassibility should not lead us to think God is 
unfeeling.  But His “feelings” are never passive.  They don’t come and go or change and fluctuate.  They 
are active, sovereignly-directed dispositions rather than passive reactions to external stimuli.  They differ in 
this way from human passions.    Phil Johnson;   God Without Mood Swings (romans45.org) 
 
Thus God's love, as the Bible views it, never leads Him to foolish, impulsive, immoral actions in the way 
that its human counterpart too often leads us.  And in the same way, God's wrath in the Bible is never the 
capricious, self-indulgent, irritable, morally ignoble thing that human anger so often is.  It is instead, a right 
and necessary reaction to object to moral evil.  God is only angry where anger is called for.  Even among 
humans, there is such a thing as righteous indignation, though it is, perhaps, rarely found.  But all God's 
indignation is righteous.  Would a God who took as much pleasure in evil as he did in good be a good 
God?  Would a God who did not react adversely to evil in his world be morally perfect?  Surely not.  But it 
is precisely this adverse reaction to evil, which is a necessary part of moral perfection, that the Bible has in 
view when it speaks of God's wrath.                      J. I. Packer; Knowing God; p. 151    

 
We may gain some wisdom toward drawing a positive answer to this question by considering the first 
article in Huldrych Zwingli's Exposition of the Faith, wherein he discusses and defends his understanding 
of the Christian doctrine of God.  The article "Of God and the Worship of God" addresses the importance 
of distinguishing the Creator from his creatures (in order that we might trust the former and use the latter 
for God's glory), identifies in brief compass the main contours of Zwingli's trinitarian faith, and concludes 
with a brief but powerful discussion of God's goodness.  It is here that Zwingli unpacks the relevance of 
divine impassibility for the gospel.  
 

We know that this [i.e., triune] God is good by nature, for whatever He is He is by nature.   Zwingli, like 
many of his Reformed contemporaries such as Vermigli, Musculus, and Calvin, affirms that goodness is 
not adventitious to God.  Goodness is not a quality that can be strengthened or weakened in God.  God is 
good by nature.  According to Zwingli, moreover, God's natural goodness includes "both mercy and 
justice."   Indeed, one cannot have one without the other:  "Deprive mercy of justice, and it is no longer 
mercy, but indifference or timidity.  But fail to temper justice by kindness and forebearance and at once it 
becomes the greatest injustice and violence."  "Therefore," he concludes, "when we confess that God is 
good by nature, we confess that He is both loving, kind and gracious, and also holy, just and 
impassible."      Scott Swain;  www.reformation21.org/blog/2015/01/zwingli-divine-impassibility   
 


