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Part 1. Reasons why we cannot say that God suffers 
 

1. Because of who God is: infinite, eternal, and unchangeable in his being, glory, blessedness, 
and perfections. 

2. Because of who Christ is: God and man, in two distinct natures (and one person, for ever).  
3. Because of what suffering is: the result and consequence of sin. It is Christ who was the sin-

bearer, not God.  

 
Undesirable implications of the false doctrine that God can suffer 
• If God could ever suffer at all, then he must suffer eternally (and infinitely and 

unchangeably), because everything that he is, he is eternally (and infinitely and 
unchangeably). This is incompatible with the Bible doctrine that he is infinite, eternal, and 
unchangeable in his blessedness, and in his being, glory, and perfections. 

• It implies that there was some crossover between what the Saviour was capable of as man, 
and what he was and is as God. This is incompatible with the truth that his two natures were 
(and are) distinct, without conversion, composition, or confusion. 

• It implies that the results of sin were (whether at some time or eternally) felt by all three 
persons of the Godhead, whereas only Christ bore the curse, stood in the place of sinners, 
etc. Only Christ was under the law and answerable to the law, and those things were true of 
him, not eternally, but because he came under the law, voluntarily (and that is another 
reason why he had to be man, because God does not obey). 

• It removes a major pillar for faith to lean on. (i) Partly because it casts doubt on the truth of 
God’s word where he tells us about himself in no uncertain terms. His actual name is I AM 

THAT I AM, the Almighty, the Lord of hosts, the everlasting King. (ii) Partly because it 
undermines the arguments which the bible provides for us as incentives to believe: Trust ye 
in the Lord for ever, for in the Lord Jehovah there is everlasting strength. (iii) It makes a 
mockery of the praises which his angels and his people sing to him, whether on earth or in 
heaven: God is my refuge and my strength; Blessing and honour and glory and power be 
unto him that sitteth upon the throne and unto the Lamb for ever and ever. (iv) Because it 
actually attacks every attribute of God and every aspect of who God is, because his 
attributes are presented together, as in wisdom and strength (Job 12 v 13), or power and 
glory (the Lord’s Prayer), so that all his wisdom is strong and all his strength is wise, etc.  

 
Extra points 
• It is a false argument that if God loves then God must suffer. God does love, but the question 

of whether or not he suffers must be settled some other way. Ie, you can’t argue that 
someone who denies that God suffers is guilty of denying that God is love. Nor is there any 
logical/philosophical necessity that a being who loves must also be capable of suffering, 
because loving and suffering are different: love comes from inside the being who loves and 
goes out towards its objects, whereas suffering is inflicted on the being who suffers by 
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external factors which are capable of influencing that being. But nothing is capable of 
influencing God: he is unchangeable; of him, through him, and to him are all things, and he 
has most sovereign dominion over them, to do by them, for them, or upon them whatsoever 
himself pleases (WCF 2.2); his eternity is essential, absolute and independent (Fisher on the 
Shorter Catechism, p33). 

• It is a false argument that since we are made in God’s image, and suffer, therefore God in 
whose image we are made must suffer. (i) Because being made in God’s image applies only 
to some moral and spiritual characteristics of man, not everything about us. (ii) Because 
there are some properties of ours, such as strife, seditions, heresies, envyings, etc, which 
are not his, even though we are made in his image. (iii) Because we only suffer as a 
consequence of sin, and God is in no way liable to any of the consequences of sin. 
Summary: God sets the pattern for us to follow: we cannot (ever) use human 
nature/properties/characteristics to shape our understanding of who God is. 

• It is a false argument that since Abraham must have suffered at the offering up of Isaac, 
therefore God the Father must have suffered at the offering up of Christ.  
(i) Because Christ offered himself up, as a sacrifice which was in fact well pleasing to God.  
(ii) Because although Isaac (and specifically his willingness and obedience) is a type of 
Christ, Abraham is not a type of God the Father:  

(a) Because there are no types of the Father: it is the Messiah to come who was typified 
and foreshadowed; God the Father reveals himself as creator, lawgiver, and judge, as he 
is.  
(b) Because Abraham is presented to us as a ‘type’ of a believer.  
(c) Because the defining feature of Abraham’s behaviour in this incident was his 
obedience, and God is the law-Giver, he does not obey. 

• It is a false argument that the Father must have suffered at the incarnation, because then he 
gave up his Son. (i) Because the Son never left the bosom of the Father, even when he took 
human nature. Neither he nor the Father ceased to be what they had always been, or to 
have the relationship which they had always had, when he the Son became something (ie 
man) which he had never been before. (ii) Because the incarnation happened in the fullness 
of time, ie as the fulfilment of the triune God’s purposes: it was the method of salvation which 
he himself had purposed on in his infinite wisdom and infinite righteousness and infinite love, 
and it was not a method which would or could diminish any of his other attributes (in fact, it 
was the way which his own wisdom saw would bring him the most glory and let all his 
attributes in their harmony shine the brightest).  

 
General thoughts 
• Great is our Lord, and of great power. Thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory, for 

ever. Thine o Lord is the greatness, and the power, and the glory, and the victory, and the 
majesty, for all that is in the heaven and in the earth is thine; thine is the kingdom, o Lord, 
and thou art exalted as head above all. Both riches and honour come of thee, and thou 
reignest over all, and in thy hand is power and might. 

• Who would not fear thee? What Lord is like to thee? Great fear in meeting of the saints is 
due unto the Lord. 

• We should accept his own testimony of himself, and worship him as the one living and true 
God and an everlasting King, and trust in him (for in the Lord Jehovah there is everlasting 
strength). 

• We should repent of our low and irreverent views of him and our mistaken notions 
formulated by human thinking and human analogy. We should repent of this setting up of 
false gods, because identifying as God anyone other than the one living and true God is a 
breaking of the first commandment. 
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• This repentance should not just be individual and personal, but, as a church, because we are 
giving these views a hearing within Christendom, instead of rejecting them out of hand for 
the blasphemous and unorthodox views that they are. 

 
 
 

Part 2. Specific comments on From Glory to Golgotha (Chapter 6) 
 
Chapter 6 of the book titled From Glory to Golgotha by D Macleod is available online at 
http://www.beginningwithmoses.org/bigger/crucifiedgod.htm. The contents of this chapter are not 
compatible with the doctrine that God does not suffer. 

 
General points 
1.  This chapter undermines our understanding of God as a great God, and undervalues (or 

ignores, or contradicts) some of his most important attributes, namely his eternity and 
unchangeability and his infinite, eternal, and unchangeable blessedness – attributes which 
he has in and of himself as God, and which are not affected or modified in any way when he 
chooses by his sovereign good pleasure to be a Saviour too. 

2.  This chapter is not as clear as it could be in distinguishing between the two natures of the 
Redeemer. Rather, it is far too free in taking things which can be attributed only to his human 
nature and applying them indiscriminately to his divine nature: attributing human 
characteristics to God. Additionally, the mistake is made of speaking about God the Father in 
terms which are only applicable to the Son of God in human nature, and even then, only 
applicable to him as he was indeed man, not as he was God. 

 
Specific points arising from the contents of the chapter 
• The phrase “the crucified God” is defended as follows:  

“Christ was crucified; and Christ was God. Jurgen Moltmann has ample warrant, 
therefore, for giving his book on the cross the title, The Crucified God. … The fact of the 
crucified God must be not only the foundation but the judge of our Christianity.” 

But the argument is flawed: when we name God, that means the triune God, and the triune 
God was not crucified – there is no such ‘fact’; rather, the phrase is blasphemous. 
 

• Luther is cited more than once in the chapter as saying, “The cross is the test of everything.” 
If it true to make such a statement, the phrase ‘the cross’ can only mean that the best and 
most accurate interpretation of the cross, not simply the fact of the cross (or the crucifixion).  

 

• The orthodox view of impassibility is challenged in the following terms: 
“Theologians have traditionally regarded it as an axiom that God cannot suffer. The 
church in the West spoke of him as impassibilis. The church in the East spoke of him in 
terms of apatheia. The question is whether, in the light of the cross, we can continue to 
speak in this way.” 

But the church, both in the East and in the West, already had the light of the cross when they 
were using those terms. Therefore, if we are going to move away from that orthodox 
understanding, it will have to be by a re-interpretation of the crucifixion in one of its most 
fundamental aspects, and one on which an ecumenical understanding was reached 
centuries ago, namely the doctrine of the two natures. (It could further be noted here that the 
simple transliteration of the Latin and Greek words has the effect of evoking their English 
cognates, ‘impassible’ and ‘apathetic’ (both of which have negative connotations and imply 
someone who is remote, uninterested, impersonal, uncaring): a translation (plus or minus 
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clarifications) should have been provided in order to give a fair representation of the 
‘traditional understanding’ and eliminate those negative connotations.) 

 

• When it is said that “in Christ a divine person suffered” and “the [S]on of God died”, there is a 
failure to clarify that this divine person had a human nature, and that it was only in his human 
nature that he was capable of suffering and/or dying. 

 

• There are problems with the following statement: 
“there cannot be in God any merely passive suffering – suffering of which he is only the 
victim without being also its Foreordainer and Controller. Suffering cannot ‘come at’ him 
– or, to use James’s phrase, he cannot simply ‘fall into’ it (Jas 1:2). He can only 
experience it if he takes it and goes towards it. For God, suffering can only be a form of 
action.” 

This is a clever argument because Christ as the Son of God did foreordain all things, and 
Christ also suffered; it is also clever because it echoes Hugh Martin saying that the suffering 
on the cross was not merely passive. However, it is also a twisted argument: (i) because it 
takes things that were true of Christ only as he was man, and applies them to his divine 
essence too. (ii) Because it is buttressed by a misleading allusion to James, where he was 
talking about temptation, not suffering. (iii) Because it is confusing: if God is really controlling 
and foreordaining all things, then he must be powerful enough not to be influenced by these 
things; the only way out of the confusion is to resort to the doctrine which is so downtrodden 
throughout the whole book, namely to recognise that the only way Christ could experience 
suffering was by taking to himself a true body and a reasonable soul. (iv) Because the 
“active suffering” idea is not explained by the idea of ‘going towards’ suffering (anyone can 
do that, and then when they reach the point of suffering, they’re still passive rather than 
active): rather, the unique suffering of the Redeemer was a form of action because by his 
suffering he was (uniquely, as the only substitute acceptable to God) fulfilling the demands of 
the law, he was doing it for a purpose: that was the activity that was involved: I doubt if we 
can say any other suffering in the history of the universe is ‘a form of action’, because human 
suffering always happens to us, it’s outside of our control, it’s not in our power to choose, 
and we deserve it for our own sake, and if good comes out of it, that’s in God’s kindness, not 
as if our undergoing it was inevitably going to bring a good result. 

 

• There are problems with the following statement:  
 “First, the idea that God is a passionless, emotionally immobile Being is totally 
unscriptural. The Bible reveals him as a God of wrath and jealousy. It also reveals him as 
One who has no pleasure in the death of the wicked (Ezek. 33:11) and therefore, by 
implication, as One who is grieved when human beings destroy themselves. The New 
Testament even describes the Holy Spirit specifically as capable of grief (Eph 4:30). 
Similarly, God is revealed as One who is passionate in his love, loving the church as a 
husband loves his wife, extravagant in his devotion and tormented by her infidelities. 
These are all fundamentally important parts of the biblical portrait of God and quite 
irreconcilable with the view that he is emotionally inert.” 

Primarily, it puts up a straw man: nobody is denying the attributes of love, mercy, goodness, 
justice, hatred of sin, etc. But calling these emotions degrades them to the kind of flawed 
impetuous manipulable things that humans experience. Similarly, although in isolation this 
could be taken as borderline-acceptable rhetoric, in the context of this book there is 
something that grates about the use of words such as ‘extravagant’, which suggests 
impetuosity and lack of self-control, and ‘tormented’, which suggests being driven to 
distraction and distressed: it is not appropriate to evoke any of these connotations. 
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• There are major problems with the statement that “the idea that God is unaffected by 
occurrences outside himself is inconsistent with the divine pity:” it is not true. The idea is 
elaborated in the following terms:  

“Pity means by definition that one is stirred by the spectacle of human misery, temporal 
and spiritual. God cannot pity and yet remain unmoved. Indeed, for God to remain 
unmoved would raise serious questions as to his morality. The pain and grief which we 
feel when confronted with inhumanity, deprivation and squalor must have its counterpart 
(and indeed its source) in the God whose image we bear.” 

(i) It would not be immoral for God to remain unmoved at the spectacle of human misery: it is 
only just that sinners should be miserable. It is not immoral for justice to be served by the 
misery of sinners in a lost eternity, for example. Supposing God never showed pity to any 
creature, it wouldn’t be immoral. His pity is an expression of his goodness which he chooses 
sovereignly to show or not as he sees fit, and when he does act out of pity, it’s not because 
of the pitiable nature of the objects of his pity, it’s altogether because he chooses when and 
where to show pity and who to and how much. 
(ii) The emotions which humans feel cannot be the benchmark for our speculation as to what 
and who God is. When humans pity each other, that does have its source in God, as he is 
the source of all our morality and ethics, and graces, but it does not necessarily have any 
counterpart in God, because God is not human, he is God. Identifying a characteristic in 
humans and then attributing it to God because humans are made in his image, is entirely the 
wrong way round: that is to make God in man’s image, which is profane. 

 

• There are problems with this statement: 
“the idea that God is impassive and apathetic is inconsistent with the cross (which is the 
test of everything). We cannot say that Christ is our greatest word about God and yet say 
that we do not mean the crucified Christ. Nor can we say that the crucified Christ is the 
image of God and yet say that the cross is only a word about his human nature. It is 
precisely the crucified Christ who is the revelation; and what he reveals, in being 
crucified, is God.” 

(i) The interpretation which we put on the cross has to come from somewhere. We can’t just 
look at the cross as if the rest of God’s revelation didn’t exist: if the cross is the test of 
everything, that has to mean our understanding of the cross, as that is informed by all the 
rest of divine revelation 
(ii) The crucified Christ is indeed our ‘greatest word about God’, but what the content of that 
word is, the writer has yet to establish – what about the crucified Christ makes up that 
revelation, is the question. If the writer’s understanding is different from what the rest of the 
church has always orthodoxly understood, then the onus is on him to explain clearly, without 
excess of rhetoric or other obscuring and ambiguating factors. That is, if he differs from the 
understanding that the cross shows us God’s holiness, his hatred of sin, and his love for his 
people, in the fullest and most glorious light. 
(iii) It is not entirely accurate to say, “What he reveals, in being crucified, is God” – God is 
revealed on the cross as a Saviour, ie in a particular relationship to a particular person and 
people – when he reveals himself as God, that involves the fact that he is the creator, that he 
is absolute, that he hates sin and sinners, etc – that’s included in the cross but it’s not what 
the cross is mainly about, it’s about the reconciliation between holy God and sinful sinners, 
which he has sovereignly and graciously decided to bring about. I think this book is beset by 
problems of not distinguishing between the fact that God is and the implications of that on 
the one hand, and on the other hand the fact that the just God is also a Saviour (failing to 
distinguish between how things would be even if there had never been a human sinner to 
save – failing to recognise what God inevitably is and does because of who he is, as distinct 
from the things that he does and the person he reveals himself to be in the freeness of his 
sovereign grace and the mere good pleasure of his will) 
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• There are more problems here: 
“when the New Testament appeals to the moral force and constraint of Calvary, it is on 
the involvement of God the Father that it frequently focuses. The cross is the expression 
of his love and of his pity (John 3:16, Rom 8:32). He is the One whose conduct is the 
model of self-denial and cross-bearing. Indeed, if he is so immobile and so passionless 
that Calvary cost him nothing, all talk of him must cease because our language about 
him is meaningless.” 

(i) Of course the cross is the expression of the love and pity of God the Father: it is his 
electing love that chose these people and sent the Son and gives the Holy Spirit, he adopts 
them into his family, he cares for them, and earthly human fathers at their best are always 
only a poor copy of his fatherhood and fatherly care. This is abundantly true, demonstrable, 
and recognised and acknowledged (even by John Dick, I’m sure). But the fact that God the 
Father loved, does not make it legitimate to say that the Father was involved in anything 
resembling self-denial or cross-bearing. Far from being the model of such things, he didn’t 
do them: he did not deny himself, and he did not bear the cross. 
(ii) A straw man is introduced (ie, that God the Father is immobile and passionless) and a 
false dichotomy is presented: ie, either he suffered the loss of something at Calvary, or else 
our language is meaningless. In fact neither of these options is the case: ‘our language 
about him’ is not meaningless, and he did not suffer anything at Calvary.  

 

• The chapter concludes on this note: 
“Yet Calvary was not an isolated moment of pain or pity in the experience of God. Its 
roots lay in the primaeval and permanent concern of God for his creation. The cross does 
not inaugurate that concern. But it does show how deep and passionate it is, and how far 
God was prepared to go. In the last analysis that concern is triune, shared equally by the 
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, as the history of the cross (involving the Father, the 
Son and the eternal Spirit) clearly testifies. The agony of each is different, yet equally 
real. And the resulting understanding of human grief is as much a reality for God the 
Father and God the Holy Spirit as it is for God the Son. The trinity is touched with the 
feeling of our infirmities.” 

(i) The allegation is openly made that God suffers eternally (primevally and permanently) 
from experiencing deep and passionate pain and concern (the Latin ae in “primaeval” only 
gives this section a spurious learnedness): the proposition is false, and should be felt to be 
outrageous. (Even the term “the experience of God” implies something that is false, namely, 
the opposite of the doctrine that he cannot be acted upon.)  
(ii) The history of the cross clearly testifies no such thing as eternal suffering. The entirety of 
God’s revelation of himself in his Word, on the other hand, clearly testifies the exact 
opposite. Neither the Father nor the Holy Spirit is capable of “agony”; the Son is only capable 
of this in the human nature which he took to himself at his incarnation and which remained 
distinct from and unconfused with and not mingled with his divine nature or the divine 
essence in either of the other persons of the Godhead. 
(iii) The Mediator understands human grief (in a sinless way, it is perhaps not needless to 
add), because he is man as well as God. Human grief can, obviously, only be experienced 
by a human. Angels, for example, don’t experience or understand human grief; and nor does 
God. And God the Son is only capable of this in his human nature, which, to repeat, 
remained distinct from and unconfused with the divine essence. 
(iv) Finally, the allusion to Hebrews 4:15 betrays how far wrong this teaching is: in Hebrews 
4:16 it explicitly says that it is our High Priest who is ‘touched with the feeling of our 
infirmities’ – not the Father, not the Spirit, not the Trinity. And the epistle to the Hebrews is at 
least as clear as any other part of scripture in stating the fact that Jesus Christ is man as well 
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as God, and in demonstrating that he was only capable of suffering as he was man as well 
as God. 

 
Final comments 
• This teaching is acknowledged to be a new idea, both in the book itself and by its 

sympathisers. This alone should raise red flags around how respectable it is or how worthy 
of acceptance it is. If it’s new, it’s unlikely to be true, especially when it involves such a 
fundamental truth as who God himself is, the God who we in the church are supposed to be 
worshipping. That is quite apart from the unambiguous, categorical statements made by a 
host of godly people in the past – in my limited bookshelves I had the Westminster 
Confession, the Larger Catechism, the Shorter Catechism, Fisher on the Shorter Catechism, 
Watson’s Body of Divinity, AA Hodge on the Confession, Matthew Henry, Hugh Martin’s 
Atonement, Stephen Charnock’s Christ Crucified: all of which simply stated the facts, quite 
unselfconsciously, without the slightest hint that this point could even be imagined to be 
controversial – and these are only sources which (a) anyone could access, as opposed to 
obscure technical theological tomes, and (b) which address the issue at hand, as opposed to 
the vast libraries of ordinary devotional and/or doctrinal writings which simply presuppose it – 
Spurgeon, Ryle, Bunyan, and anything by the standard Scottish ministers. 

• The book itself is billed as accessible to lay readers and commended as heart-warming and 
devotional. It could be said that the only devotional effect it has is to give a reader grief and 
amazement at the damage being done to the reputation of God the Saviour within the 
bounds of the church which is called by his great name; that the only warmth of feeling it 
engenders is outrage on that account; and that its errors are easily identifiable to anyone 
who has the briefest of nodding acquaintances with as ordinary a document as the Shorter 
Catechism. Meanwhile, it cannot be doing any believers any good, to be reading this kind of 
equivocating, reckless, distressing writing, and it is a great pity that anyone within 
Christendom would have their minds and hearts troubled with trying to reconcile what they 
read there in good faith with what they (should) know better. 
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