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Love Divine provides a systematic account of the deep and rich love that God has for humans.
While the associated theological territory is vast, the objective is to contend for a unified
paradigm regarding fundamental issues pertaining to the God of love who deigns to share His
life of love with any human willing to receive it. Realizing this objective includes clarifying and
defending specific conclusions concerning how the doctrine of divine love should
beapproached, what God's love is, what role love plays in motivating God's creation and
subsequent governance of humans, how God's love of humans factors into His emotional life,
which humans it is that God loves in a saving manner, what the punitive wrath of God is and how
it relates to God's love for humans,and how it might be possible for God to share the intra-
trinitarian life of love with human beings. As the book unfolds, the chapters interlock and build
upon one another in the effort to trace nodal issues related to God's love as it begins in Him and
then spills out in the creation, redemption, and glorification of humanity—a kind of exitus-reditus
structure that is driven by the unyielding love of God.
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IntroductionIn what is referred to as the ‘high priestly prayer’ (John 17:1–28), Jesus addresses
the Father and describes a relationship of glory and love that was present between them ‘before
the foundation of the world’ (John 17:24; cf. 17:5). In this prayer, Jesus expresses the desire to
share the exchange of life and love between He and the Father with those who might believe in
Him (e.g. 17:26), and He indicates that this sharing of the divine life transforms Christians and
reveals that the Father loves them even as the Father loves Christ (17:23). The prayer’s
emphasis concerns God’s love for those who are rightly related to Christ, but it could be argued
that the author of this Gospel means to teach that the Father sent the Son to provide everyone
with the opportunity to participate in their eternal life of love (e.g. John 3:16–18; 12:32). Whatever
the case, the high priestly prayer points to a God with a profound love for humans. Read
theologically, the Son petitions the Father to share their intra-trinitarian life of love with those who
will receive it, and Jesus compares the Father’s love for believers with the Father’s eternal love
for the Son. It is difficult to imagine a God who could sensibly love humans more deeply.Of
course, the high priestly prayer is not the only place in Scripture where God reveals an intense
love for humans. In the book of Deuteronomy, God explains to Israel that, although ‘heaven and
the heaven of heavens’ belong to Him, He has ‘set his heart in love’ on Israel and graciously
chose her for His good purposes (Deut. 10:15; cf. Exod. 34:5–7). The prophet Jeremiah
describes God’s love of Israel as an ‘everlasting love’ (Jer. 31:3), and other prophetic writers
utilize evocative language—sometimes even the language of suffering—to describe the depth
and faithfulness of God’s love for His people. Isaiah testifies to the various ways in which God, ‘in
his love and in his pity’, has redeemed Israel (Isa. 63:9; cf. 54:8; 63:7; Mic. 7:18–19), and Hosea
paints a picture of God who loves Israel like a groom loves a bride and whose compassion
‘grows warm and tender’ even when she is unfaithful (Hos. 11:8). Within the New Testament,
Jesus teaches that the Heavenly Father loves both the righteous and the unrighteous (Matt.
5:43–48), and Christ manifests God’s love for those on the margins (Matt. 9:10–11; 21:31–32). St
John twice says that ‘God is love’, and following each reference is the claim that God’s love is
revealed among and for humans in Christ (1 John 4:7–20). The Apostles Peter and Paul both
teach, or at least are often understood to teach, that God loves each and every human person
such that He desires everyone’s salvation (e.g. 2 Pet. 3:9 and 1 Tim. 2:4; cf. Acts 17:28); and
Paul speaks of Christ’s love as a rooting and grounding love that ‘surpasses knowledge’, excels
in ‘breadth and length and height and depth’ (Eph. 3:18–19), and cannot be overcome (Rom.



8:31–37).1 If all of this were not enough, the immensity of God’s love for humanity is exemplified
vividly within the central message of Christianity, whereby God became human and died a brutal
criminal death so that all might participate in God’s eternal life. So far as I am aware, no other
religion or enduring system of thought places greater emphasis on God’s love for humanity. In
his often-cited historical exploration of the concept of love, Irving Singer forms a similar
judgement. He concludes that ‘Only Christianity … defines itself as the religion of love’, since
Christianity ‘alone has made love the dominant principle in all areas of dogma’.2 At bottom, the
reason for this, in Singer’s estimation, is that Christians worship the God who is identified with,
even as, love.3This book provides a systematic account of the deep and rich love that God has
for humans. While the associated theological territory is vast, the goal is to defend a unified
account of central perennial issues pertaining to the God of love who deigns to share His life of
love with any human willing to receive it. This task shall involve gaining clarity on what God’s love
is, what role love plays in motivating God’s creation and redemption of humans, whom it is that
God loves, and how it might be that God shares the intra-trinitarian life of love with human
beings.The first chapter of this study is methodological and sets the stage for many of the
modes of reasoning found within the remainder of the book. In it, I argue that it is permissible to
utilize reflection upon ideal human love as a significant source for considering how we should
conceive of God’s love (especially when this is conducted in concert with Scripture and Christian
tradition). More specifically, I present reasons for believing that various New Testament authors
presuppose that divine and human love (or a species of each) are similar in such a way that
scrutiny of how humans ideally should love ought to inform how we think of God’s perfect love.
This methodological conclusion provides a foundation for the construction of a model of God’s
love that aims to represent features of the divine character in a manner that at least
approximates the truth. The model, in turn, not only aids our understanding of what God’s love is,
it also provides some measure of intellectual traction on certain kinds of actions that God might
be inclined to perform.Chapter 2 is where I proffer this model of God’s love, ‘the value account’.
According to the value account, God’s love is an appreciative response to intrinsic worth (dignity
in the case of a human), wherein God values the existence and flourishing of the one loved as
well as union with the beloved individual. After expounding this model of love, I argue that
conceiving of God’s love in this manner is independently plausible, compatible with important
kinds of biblical data, and nourished by a traditional Christian stream of thinking about God’s
love.In Chapter 3, the value account of divine love is first put to work. Here, against Jonathan
Edwards and others, I contend for the widely advocated but rarely rigorously defended doctrine
that God created the world in general and humans in particular out of love. If adopted, this
doctrine frames much of the Christian conception of God’s dealings with humanity. For if God
created humans out of love, grounds are furnished for maintaining that all or much of God’s
subsequent interaction with humans will be led by His initial creative motivation.If God created
the world out of love, how do events in the world impact Him, if at all? Does He commiserate
with human suffering, or is there something about the divine nature which renders it impossible



for the world to alter the shape of God’s happiness? Against many contemporary proponents of
divine impassibility who argue that there is nothing particularly valuable about divine
commiseration, the contention of Chapter 4 is that God’s commiserative suffering is an
intrinsically valuable manner of identifying with His rational creatures. Thus, we should interpret
biblical depictions of a suffering God as providing a window into God’s inner life. Presupposed
by this defence of divine passibility is the idea that God enjoys an ‘affective love’ for humans;
that is to say, God is affectively open and responsive to those He loves dearly. The conclusion
that God loves humans affectively, even though this introduces suffering into God’s life, fills out
the value account of divine love defended in Chapter 2 and provides a foundation for the
conception of deification presented in Chapter 7.Chapter 5 concerns the scope of God’s love,
specifically the scope of what I label God’s supreme love: a love that values and seeks an
individual’s supreme or highest good. Contrary to a tradition that stretches back to the writings of
St Augustine, I argue that God possesses supreme love for each and every human, and is
thereby not limited to a select few. The universal scope of God’s supreme love, I contend, flows
naturally from the value account of divine love, especially when that account is spelled out in
terms of God’s maximal perfection.Chapter 6 transitions from the scope of God’s love to God’s
love of individuals whom He has just cause to punish. While a number of theologians describe a
significant difference, even a ‘duality’, between God’s love and punitive wrath, I argue that God’s
just wrath is a facet of His love, and that God’s punishment of sinners, even in hell, is an
expression of this relentless love. To make the case, I first contend that God’s creation out of
love, as well as the ministry of Christ, support the notion that God’s love and wrath are
fundamentally one. Next, I build upon the work of Gregory of Nyssa and the contemporary
philosopher R.A. Duff to construct a communicative model of divine punishment. According to
this model, God’s punishment intends to communicate to sinners the censure they deserve, with
the aim of persuading these individuals to start down the path of spiritual
transformation.Whereas Chapter 6 follows God’s love into the pit of hell, Chapter 7 examines
how God’s love lifts humans into heaven. For in the latter chapter I propose a manner of
conceiving of God’s deifying love, whereby God shares His intra-trinitarian life of love with men
and women through the life and death of Christ. The proposal requires partial accounts of both
the Atonement and deification, along with an explanation of how these two doctrines fit together.
Chapter 7 also provides a way of harmonizing various conclusions that emerge throughout the
book. There we see how it might be that the God who loves within Himself, in accordance with
the value account, creates out of love for the purpose of being united in an affective love with all
of humanity. This way of harmonizing several conclusions within the book is touched upon in
Chapter 7, and then this study wraps up with a brief and separate Conclusion.In these ways,
then, the present book provides an integrated paradigm for thinking about God’s love for
humanity as attested by the Christian faith. The project might be viewed as an attempt to trace
foundational issues related to God’s love as it begins in Him and then overflows into the creation,
redemption, and glorification of humanity—a kind of exitus-reditus structure driven by the



unyielding love of God. In tracing these issues, it is not my goal to survey what great theologians
of the past have said about the topics covered, nor is it to review all of the contemporary
literature on God’s love. Instead, I present mostly new arguments for specific conclusions;
historical and contemporary figures are brought into the discussion only as they facilitate that
end. I add that this book has been constructed by a theologian primarily for theologians, but I
also hope that my mode of argumentation, and some of the debates in which I engage, will be of
interest to philosophers who enjoy thinking about the Christian faith. I doubt I will fully satisfy
either of these very different audiences, yet I would like to believe that I advance the discussion
on God’s love for humanity in important respects that will be helpful to many readers—even if
only to provide a target for counterarguments.Few would deny the importance of the subject
matter before us. Nevertheless, I submit that two features of the current academic landscape
make a book on God’s love for humans especially timely. One of these features comes from the
philosophical academy, another from the theological guild. In contrasting the aims of the present
work with that of others, I do not intend to set a polemical tone to this manuscript.The first
relevant feature of the academic landscape has to do with a growing movement among
contemporary Christian philosophers of religion to limit, or in certain ways moderate, the
intensity of God’s love for humans.4 The motivation for doing so often comes from the desire to
defend the coherence of the Christian faith against the problems of evil and divine hiddenness
that are pressed against them by their non-believing philosophical colleagues. ‘If God loves us
with a perfect love as Christians proclaim’, say these colleagues, ‘then God wouldn’t allow
horrendous suffering, and God would make His presence obvious. But God doesn’t seem to be
present to many, and the world is suffused with unspeakable suffering. So, it looks as if no God
of perfect love resides in heaven.’ The response to which I now make reference proceeds by
rejecting the understanding of God’s love that underwrites such objections. For a variety of
reasons it is said, in effect, that God’s love is so radically different than ideal human love that His
love can be perfect while remaining indifferent to much of human welfare. Yes, God loves
humans in some deeply mysterious sense, so the line of reasoning goes, but one should not
exaggerate the depth and comprehensibility of that love.Without wishing to dismiss the reality
that humans can exaggerate their own importance, I am of the opinion that we should tread
carefully when we suggest ways in which God’s love for humanity might be less strong than we
otherwise may have thought. Perhaps, on occasion, Christians have overstated the intensity of
God’s love for His creatures, and maybe the Christian philosophers at issue help us discern
some of the ways that this is the case. That said, the God found in the dying face of Christ
reveals a love that far exceeds what we would independently imagine. I do not know what action
God could perform to show that He is more serious about His love for humanity. Thus, while I
recognize that opinions on these matters divide, it seems to me that however we choose to
respond to the problems of evil and divine hiddenness, downplaying God’s love for humanity
rarely will place us on a sure theological foundation.I treat neither of the noted challenges to
theistic belief within the present book. But I will outline a particular way of thinking about God’s



love that, if accurate, sets certain parameters on how Christians might address such challenges.
In addition, at various places in this book, I argue against positions that I believe dilute God’s
love for humans, and I fear, by consequence, threaten to weaken God’s message of love found
on Calvary.It should also be mentioned that many Christian philosophers, perhaps still the clear
majority, respond to the problems of evil and divine hiddenness while making use of conceptions
of God’s love and goodness that are consonant with most or all of the major theological
conclusions defended within this book.5 In such instances, our projects can be seen as mutually
reinforcing. Plus, it might be said that the existence of such responses to these challenges to
Christian theism alleviates me from the responsibility of diving into the relevant deep waters
within this work.The second feature of the academic landscape that makes the topic of the
present book timely comes from the current state of theological literature on God’s love. Just a
short time ago, there was something of a consensus that the doctrine of divine love had been
largely ignored by theologians, or treated in an ‘oblique, indistinct, or awkward’ manner.6 Now
the tides have changed. Kevin Vanhoozer writes that ‘the love of God has become one of, if not
the most, prominent themes in contemporary systematic theology’, especially when it is ‘paired
with the theme of suffering and divine passibility’.7 Much of the work to which Vanhoozer refers
is valuable and has impacted my own thinking in various respects. But contemporary
theologians tend to erect far-reaching paradigms for thinking about the divine nature based
significantly and explicitly on God’s love (e.g. open theism, process theism, panentheism, and/or
kenotical theism), without first pausing to discuss in systematic detail how we should approach
the doctrine of divine love, what God’s love is, how it might relate to other attributes of God, and
so on.8 Even arguments for or against divine impassibility centred upon love are often carried
out without much prior theorizing about the nature of God’s love.9A separate theological
research trajectory that often exhibits a similar shortcoming is more biblically oriented. The goal
of this trajectory is to treat the ‘dark’ portions of Scripture that ostensibly implicate God in all
manner of cruelty and violence (e.g. the erecting of unjust Israelite laws and the commanding of
genocide), and show how these passages might be jettisoned responsibly in light of God’s
revelation of love found in Christ, or else be incorporated into a fuller Christian conception of
God.10 This immensely important body of literature regularly informs my own theological
judgements about divine love. However, there is a tendency in this literature to leave
assumptions unscrutinized about what is or is not compatible with God’s love, and how God’s
love and wrath might or might not be able to coexist.There are, of course, solid exceptions to all
this within both avenues of theological research;11 and I do not mean to suggest that the
positions offered by many of these theologians are false or unhelpful simply because a more
detailed analysis of the doctrine of divine love is not carried out first. Nevertheless, it is
reasonable to assume that such an analysis will aid our thinking about the relevant theological
issues and viewpoints.I will not speak to a number of the mentioned large-scale issues about the
interrelation between the divine nature and divine love that garner the attention of many within
the theological guild, nor will I address all the biblical verses and topics that might be deemed



incompatible with the God of love revealed in Christ. All the same, my hope is that the following
reflections on God’s love of humans can contribute in principle to some of the debates about
these subjects. More fundamentally, arriving at a well-reasoned and intricate doctrine of divine
love is tremendously valuable in its own right, and hence could use more attention from
theologians. I hope this book plays some small role in furthering the project of thinking carefully
and systematically about the Love that is truly divine.Love Divine: A Systematic Account of God’s
Love for Humanity. Jordan Wessling, Oxford University Press (2020). © Jordan Wessling.DOI:
10.1093/oso/9780198852483.001.00011 Throughout this manuscript, I write as if the biblical
books were authored by the individuals that the Church has traditionally assumed. This is largely
for ease of expression. Little-to-nothing within the present book turns upon the numerous issues
related to biblical authorship, so long as we agree that the final canonical form of Scripture is
authoritative for Christians.2 Singer’s emphasis, The Nature of Love: Plato to Luther (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1984), 159.3 Singer, Nature of Love, 159, cf. 162–3.4 See, e.g.,
Brian Davies, The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil (London: Continuum, 2006), chs. 8–9;
Mark C. Murphy, God’s Own Ethics: Norms of Divine Agency and the Argument from Evil
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 2–6; N.N. Trakakkis, ‘The Hidden Divinity and What It
Reveals’, in Hidden Divinity and Religious Belief: New Perspectives, ed. Adam Green and
Eleonore Stump (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 192–209; and Michael C. Rea,
The Hiddenness of God (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018). Compare with Sameer
Yadav’s theological treatment as found in ‘The Hidden Love of God and the Imaging Defense’, in
Love, Divine and Human: Contemporary Essays in Systematic and Philosophical Theology, ed.
James Arcadi, Oliver Crisp, and Jordan Wessling (London: T&T Clark, 2019). Also relevant is
Jeffery Jordan’s ‘The Topography of Divine Love: A Reply to Thomas Talbott’, Faith and
Philosophy 32, no. 2 (2015): 182–7 (along with various other works by Jordan which are cited in
Chapter 5), where Jordan argues that God loves some humans more than others.5 To cite just a
few representative examples: Marilyn McCord Adams, Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of
God (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000); William Hasker, The Triumph of God over Evil:
Theodicy for a World of Suffering (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2008); Daniel Howard-
Snyder, ‘The Argument from Divine Hiddenness’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy 26, no. 3
(1996): 433–53; and Eleonore Stump, Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of
Suffering (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).6 The quote comes from Kevin J. Vanhoozer,
‘Introduction: The Love of God: Its Place, Meaning, and Function in Systematic Theology’, in
Nothing Greater, Nothing Better: Theological Essays on the Love of God (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 2001), 1. For further complaints about the paucity of theological reflection on divine
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