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Foreword

Because of its marvel and magnificence, Scripture can be 
approached in many different ways, and this variety of method 
of study provides both pleasure and profit in the endeavor to 
“rightly divide the word of truth.” (See 2 Timothy 2:15.) We 
consider here the way in which the sacred writers combined con-
tradictory and complementary truths in a single verse or para-
graph. Too often, one of these double truths is dealt with to the 
exclusion of the other, or one is so magnified as to minimize the 
other. Thus the pair becomes “a cake not turned,” overdone on 
one side, underdone on the other, and so spiritually indigestible. 
But both sides deserve equal attention, as this book illustrates.

The Bible speaks of itself as a two-edged sword (see Hebrews 
4:12), and many truths it reveals have a double aspect. Two pas-
sages in the Apocrypha emphasize this interesting feature. First 
of all, we are told to “look upon all the works of the Most High; 
they likewise are in pairs, one the opposite of the other” (Sirach 33:15 
rsv). We also read that “all things are twofold, one opposite the other, 
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and he has made nothing incomplete” (Sirach 42:24 rsv). Solomon 
expresses a similar idea: “In the day of prosperity be joyful, but in the 
day of adversity consider: God also hath set the one over against the 
other” (Ecclesiastes 7:14).

In the human body, we have one against another—one 
eye against another, one ear against another, one arm against 
another, one leg against another, and so on. Browning has the 
phrase “What hand and brain went ever paired?”1 So in the 
Word, there are two and two, and if we ignore one of the two or 
unduly exalt one at the expense of the other, then we are guilty 
of not “rightly handling the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15 rsv). 
Are we not warned against the error of keeping back what is 
profitable and admonished to declare all the counsel of God? 
(See Acts 20:20, 27; see also Jeremiah 26:2.)

In many instances, we find pairs well matched; in other 
cases, there seems to be conflict between the twin truths pre-
sented. There is a proverb to the effect of “every couple is not a 
pair,” meaning that the one is adverse in many ways to the other, 
and, in a verse where double terms are used, it may appear that 
one is contradictory to the other. But in God’s infallible Word, 
there are no contradictions. What seems to be contradictory is 
really complementary. The numeral one excludes all others and 
denotes that which is sovereign, but two affirms there is another, 
and possibly a difference, whether for good or evil. The two may 
be different in character, yet one in testimony and friendship. 
Too often, the stamp of difference is that of enmity. Light can 
never agree with darkness. There can never be any agreement 
between holiness and sin.

It is not difficult to make a spiritual application of the dou-
bles Solomon reminds us of: 

1. Robert Browning, “The Last Ride Together,” line 56.
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Two are better than one….For if they fall, the one will lift 
up his fellow….If two lie together, then they have heat: but 
how can one be warm alone? And if one prevail against 
him, two shall withstand him.  (Ecclesiastes 4:9–12)

As we are to prove in the examples of twin truths we have 
chosen, often when found lying together in the bed of one verse, 
the one truth warms and supports the other. If the one seems 
to fall in our understanding, the other is there to lift it up and 
help it. It is to be hoped that the following illustrations of this 
unique pairing of scriptural themes and qualities will serve as an 
incentive to a more extensive coverage.





“They likewise are in pairs, one the opposite of the other.” 
—Sirach 33:15 (rsv)
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C h a p t e r  1

Goodness and Severity

“Behold therefore the goodness and severity of God: on them which 
fell, severity; but toward thee, goodness, if thou continue in his 

goodness: otherwise thou also shalt be cut off.”  
—Romans 11:22

In the verse cited above, we have one of the conspicuous pas-
sages in the Bible where two important truths are set forth 
in one sentence and where there is an apparent paradox, or 
contradiction. But contradiction is only apparent, seeing that 
these twin but opposite qualities set forth different aspects of 
the divine nature. W. C. Procter has shown that “the goodness 
and severity of God” are visible in many realms. Take nature: 
The same hand that formed the beautiful flowers for no other 
reason than to delight us also forges the thunderbolts that are 
so destructive. Take providence: Here again the same double 
aspect can be traced in the fact that joys and sorrows, blessings 
and bereavements, all come from God. Take biblical history: 
The chief manifestation of the pair of actions Paul describes 
is before us throughout Scripture. Although God caused the 
godless inhabitants of the earth to be drowned, He saved Noah 
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and his family. While He destroyed the ungodly Sodomites, He 
preserved Lot and his two daughters. All the firstborn of Egypt 
were suddenly slain, but God spared His chosen people.

It is at Calvary, however, that we have the most appealing 
evidence of the harmony between God’s goodness and severity, 
between His boundless love, fathomless mercy, and infinite grace 
and His inflexible justice, immaculate holiness, and unalterable 
truth. (See Psalm 85:10; Isaiah 45:21; Romans 3:24–26.) We 
have “the riches of his goodness” (Romans 2:4) in “spar[ing] not his 
own Son, but deliver[ing] him up for us all” (Romans 8:32) and 
His severity in “condemn[ing] sin in the flesh” by that “offering for 
sin” (Romans 8:3). The same principles can be found in God’s 
revelation of Himself to Moses: “The Lord God [is] abundant 
in goodness…by no means clear[ing] the guilty” (Exodus 34:6–7).

In Romans 11, where Paul dwells upon the opposite attri-
butes of God, the contrast is between Jew and Gentile. The 
apostle stresses the present privilege of Gentiles and affirms 
that they have no room for boasting, because all their advan-
tages were of grace. Further, their privileged position depended 
upon them remaining in the goodness that was its source. The 
exclamation “Behold!” usually precedes some great truth. It is 
as a bell calling for one’s attention: “Behold therefore the goodness 
and severity of God” (Romans 11:22). The two extremes are not 
contradictory but complementary, not perverse but parallel, just 
as the parallel lines of a railway are necessary for transportation.

A danger we have to guard against is the undue emphasis of 
one side of the divine nature at the expense of the other side. It 
is essential to preserve balance between the two. To dwell upon 
the goodness of God to the exclusion of His severity—thinking 
only of His love, kindness, and provision, and as One too good 
to allow any to suffer for sin—makes Him a false deity.
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Do you think He ne’er reproves me, 
What a false friend He would be?2

Then we must not go to the other extreme and present Him 
as one too stern, austere, and severe to forgive; one who only 
ministers terror. True, He is the God of Sinai, but He is also 
the God of Calvary. The One who is just is also the justifier of all 
who seek the shelter of the blood.

With mercy and with judgment, 
My web of time He wove, 

And aye, the dews of sorrow 
Were lustered by His love.3

We disapprove of those who affirm that the God of the Old 
Testament is distinct in character from the God of the New 
Testament. Modernists apologize for the Deity as depicted in 
ancient revelation; but we make no such apology, for as much 
space, if not more so, is devoted to the goodness of God in Old 
Testament Scriptures as to His severity. The loving and merciful 
side of the divine nature is exhibited, as well as the sterner side. 
Nothing can so affect the character of a person, or of a nation, 
as a deep conviction of sin combined with a clear understanding 
of a loving Father who is also a God of severity and intensely 
intolerant of sin and rebellion in any form.

The contention of the Modernist is that the more severe side 
of the divine character is associated with the Jewish Jehovah, 
a tribal deity who was jealous and wrathful and must, there-
fore, be rejected. Men must be directed to Jesus Christ, who, 
instead of presenting the wrathful autocrat as God appeared in 
the past, taught man to believe in a loving Father, ever kind and 

2. Ellen L. Goreh, “In the Secret of His Presence,” 1883.
3. Anne R. Cousin, “The Sands of Time Are Sinking,” 1857.
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good. But what must not be forgotten is the fact that nowhere 
in the Gospels did Jesus give any hint that He regarded God as 
a tyrannical deity, nor did He ever speak of Him disparagingly 
as the “Jewish Jehovah.” Why, when His disciples wanted to call 
fire down from heaven to consume His enemies, He rebuked 
them, saying, “Ye know not what manner of spirit ye are of ” (Luke 
9:55).

While Jesus taught us to look to God as our loving, heavenly 
Father, and did not actually ascribe to God terms of severity and 
righteous anger, He did use two parables to symbolize this side 
of the divine character. He said, “The master of the house being 
angry said to his servants…” (Luke 14:21). “His lord was wroth, 
and delivered him to the tormentors” (Matthew 18:34). Even when 
Jesus spoke of God’s forgiveness, He was careful to state that 
this was granted only on certain conditions. (See Matthew 
6:14–15.) The apostles likewise believed that the God of the 
Old Testament and of the New were one. Paul could write, “The 
wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of men” (Romans 1:18). As for John, the apostle 
of love, he declared that “the wrath of God abideth on him” (John 
3:36) who rejects Christ.

We greatly err, then, when we speak of goodness and sever-
ity, or love and anger, as if they were two forces inconsistent with 
each other. Human relationships, as well as the Bible, show us 
that often they are inseparably associated, and that only those 
who truly love know what it is to be angry. The Old Testament 
teaches this truth. The God of unbending justice was ever ready 
to forgive and receive back into His arms of love the sinner will-
ing to return home. 

To the Lord our God belong mercies and forgivenesses, 
though we have rebelled against him.  (Daniel 9:9)
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I will heal their backsliding, I will love them freely: for mine 
anger is turned away from him. I will be as the dew unto 
Israel: he shall grow as the lily.  (Hosea 14:4–5)

The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and plen-
teous in mercy. He will not always chide: neither will he 
keep his anger for ever. He hath not dealt with us after our 
sins; nor rewarded us according to our iniquities.   
 (Psalm 103:8–10) 

If space permitted, many more similar passages from the 
Old Testament might be added.

As one looks at the whole Bible as it reveals the character of 
our God, it cannot be denied that one finds a certain intermix-
ture of severity and love in both the early and the later revela-
tions. The same loving Father is depicted in both; but also in 
human life, parental love has to be sometimes combined with 
severity when the child defies all restraints and law. Our God is 
one of severity because He is a God of love. The sacred poet has 
well expressed God’s love to us:

On fruitful boughs My care I spend, 
And sharpness with My love I blend: 

When most severe, then most their Friend.4

The weak father often spoils his son, because he is not far-
seeing enough to perceive how much injury the boy is doing to 
himself by sowing seeds that will bear a frightful crop of selfish-
ness and other forms of sin. The weak commanding officer of a 
regiment, by overlooking crime, often causes the evil spirit of 
insubordination to spread to such an extent that nothing but 
very severe measures will restore discipline. A little firmness 

4. Richard Wilton, “The Pruning of the Vine,” Lyra Pastoralis (1902), 107.
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at the beginning might have repressed the evil, but when once 
the disease has spread, nothing but very severe penalties will 
succeed.

As the three Persons of the Godhead are coequal, it is prof-
itable to consider how this twofold representation of the divine 
character can be applied to each Person of the blessed Trinity. 

1. The Goodness and Severity 
of God the Father

Goodness comes first, which is as it should be, seeing that 
His “goodness faileth never.”5 There are some fifty references 
to this quality so abundant in God, which leads men to repen-
tance. Romans 11:22 is the only place where the term “sever-
ity” occurs. The continued goodness of God is seen in His very 
name, for God is but a contraction of good. Both in name and 
nature, God is good. Twice over we have the simple yet sublime 
declaration “God is love” (1 John 4:8, 16), which was manifested 
in the surrender of His Son for our salvation. Such sacrificial 
love suffers long and is kind, and severity comes only after such 
goodness is spurned and outraged. God’s predominating desire 
toward us is one of love. Severity is His last resort.

But because He is our loving heavenly Father, His is not the 
lax indulgence of an easygoing parent with love as a weak senti-
ment and severity as a necessary part of His character as the righ-
teous Judge of the universe. He would be unworthy of our wor-
ship and surrender if He were “a God all mercy is a God unjust.”6

He is a jealous God, a consuming fire. We have the rep-
etition of the phrase “The wrath of God” not only in the Old 

5. Henry W. Baker, “The King of Love My Shepherd Is,” 1868.
6. Edward Young, Night IV, line 233.
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Testament but thirty-five times in the New. It is blessedly true 
that He is a God of love, and that Christ came to reveal such a 
fact in all its fullness; but it is also true that because He is love 
incarnate, He must be a God of severity. In both Testaments, 
He is revealed as being intensely severe and particular as to the 
transgression of His laws, for He alone knows how much disas-
ter sin has brought to His fair creation.

2. The Goodness and Severity 
of God the Son

In the days of His flesh, Jesus affirmed, “I and my Father are 
one” (John 10:30). And they were one in all divine qualities and 
attributes. His goodness is clearly evident in His ways, words, 
and works. He did not come to be ministered unto but to min-
ister and give His life as a ransom for sinners. He was rich, but 
for our sakes became poor. (See 2 Corinthians 8:9.) He loved us 
and gave Himself for us. His goodness, then, is revealed in His 
self-sacrificing life and atoning death. A previous Countess of 
Pembroke wrote:

Christ placed all rest, yet had no resting place; 
He healed each pain, yet lived in sore distress; 
Deserved all good, yet lived in great disgrace; 

Gave all hearts joy, himself in heaviness; 
Suffered them live, by whom himself was slain; 

Lord, who can live to see such love again?7

Because of His love, God surrendered His beloved Son 
to the death of the cross, and there the sword of justice awoke 
against Him who came as the Good Shepherd. Death and the 

7. Mary Sidney Herbert (Countess of Pembroke), “Wondrous Love.”



20  All the 2s of the Bible

curse were in His cup. At Calvary, goodness and severity kissed 
each other, revealing that the great act of divine love sprang from 
the same loving heart that previously punished a godless world 
by means of catastrophes. And Calvary will ever remain as the 

Trysting place where Heaven’s love 
And Heaven’s justice meet.8

The severity of Jesus can be found in His stern denuncia-
tions of those who finally reject His goodness. Some of the most 
terrible statements of the final doom of the impenitent fell from 
the lips of the loving Savior. It was He who spoke of “eternal 
fire” (Jude 1:7), “weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 8:12), 
and the abode where “their worm dieth not, and the fire is not 
quenched” (Mark 9:46). John used the expression, “The wrath of 
the Lamb” (Revelation 6:16). At the great white throne, He will 
be the Judge, ratifying the condemnation of the lost. “Depart 
from me, ye cursed” (Matthew 25:41). How imperative it is for 
those of us who have been saved by His grace to urge sinners to 
“kiss the Son, lest he be angry” (Psalm 2:12)!

3. The Goodness and Severity 
of God the Spirit

Being one in essence with the Father and the Son, the Holy 
Spirit shares the virtue of divine goodness. For that reason, 
He is called “thy good Spirit” (Nehemiah 9:20), and goodness is 
stated as being part of the fruit of the Spirit. (See Galatians 
5:22.) As He is the direct agent between Christ and us in this 
dispensation of grace, His goodness operates within the hearts 

8. Elizabeth C. Clephane, “Beneath the Cross of Jesus,” 1868.



Goodness and Severity  21

of the unregenerate and the regenerate alike. Because He is the 
good Spirit, He never ceases to convict the ungodly of their sin.

How He strives to woo the sinner! He can say with the 
Savior He ever magnifies, “How often would I have gathered [you] 
together” (Luke 13:34). For those born anew by His power, there 
is the assurance of His gracious indwelling and likewise the 
endeavor never to grieve Him who loves us equally as the Father 
and the Son.

But recognizing “the love of the Spirit” (Romans 15:30), we 
must not overlook His severity. Do we not read of those who 
were the recipients of divine love and pity who rebelled against 
the tender Holy Spirit and vexed Him so much that He turned 
to be their enemy and fought against them? (See Isaiah 63:10.) 
Then there is our Lord’s solemn warning about blaspheming 
the Spirit and the dire results of such an unforgivable sin. (See 
Mark 3:28–29.) We have a striking evidence of the goodness of 
the Spirit on the day of Pentecost as He brought salvation to 
thousands, yet His severity is seen in His act of smiting Ananias 
and Sapphira with sudden death for the way they lied against 
Him. (See Acts 5:5, 10.) Was it not the same with Joshua of old? 
There was victory at Jericho, but terrible punishment for Achan, 
who disobeyed the divine commandment. May grace be ours 
never to despise the riches of divine goodness!


