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ABSTRACT: The Old and New Testaments appear to offer 

contradictory evidence as to whether God can be seen. The 

usual resolution is to defend the New Testament statements 

that God is invisible, and to somehow accommodate the Old 

Testament passages. This article brings together Sometimes-

overlooked data to suggest that such an approach is unhelpful. 

We do better to allow the Old Testament statements that God 

can be seen, and to reconsider what the New Testament 

passages are trying to claim. 
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The problem 

Much modern theology and Christology is built on the notion 

that God is invisible. God is incorporeal spirit (John 4:24) and 

'no one has ever seen God' John 1:18; 1 John 4:12). God is 

'invisible' (Col. 1:15; 1 Tim. 1:17; Heb. 11:27), 'whom no one 

has seen or is able to see' (1 Tim. 6:16). Jesus clarifies that 

such verses are particularly concerned with the Father (John 

6:46). These negative statements about God's visibility are 

complemented by those passages which speak more positively 

about the Son as the image or exclusive representative of the 

Father.  
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The problem, of course, arises when we consider the many passages in the Old 

Testament where 'God appeared to' someone. The point is sufficiently made by 

looking at a single Hebrew verb (r'h). Yahweh appeared to each of Abram, Isaac, 

Jacob, Moses, Joshua, Samuel, David, and perhaps Jeremiah.  The active stem of the 

same verb claims that Jacob, Micaiah, Isaiah and Amos 'saw Yahweh'. The more 

verbs we add (e.g. God 'came, bô), the more encounters we enumerate. 

So we find an apparent disparity between the Old and New Testaments on this 

matter. As we review some of the solutions offered throughout history, we find that 

sensible resolutions of this tension do exist. We are not reinventing the wheel. But 

much of the data has been buried in disparate components in specialist works. The 

few syntheses which have been offered tend to be in systematic theologies, perhaps 

lost amongst many other considerations. Already, we might promote the sensible 

conclusion of some like Grudem: 

This sequence of verses [in Exodus 33] and others like it in the Old 

Testament indicate that there was a sense in which God could not 

be seen at all, but that there was also some outward form or 

manifestation of God which at least in part was able to be seen by 

man. 

However, these syntheses do not seem to have dissuaded the academy or the church 

from the entrenched tradition that God is utterly invisible. This may well be because 

the New Testament data, which I propose is the sticking point, is rarely engaged as a 

whole. This article seeks to advance the existing syntheses in that direction, offering 

a combination of sensible systematics and brief exegesis of the difficult passages. 

Solution 1 

The first solution has an ancient heritage. It supposes that the language of 'seeing 

God' refers to the act of physical sight and concludes from the New Testament that 

God the Father is invisible. The Old Testament aspect of the problem is then often 

expressed as what we might label 'the christophanist argument': 

1) God the Father is invisible 
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2) Old Testament figures are said to see God therefore  

3) Old Testament figures see the Son, not the Father 

This conclusion accords well with the New Testament emphasis on the Son as the 

one who uniquely reveals the Father, and is tacitly reliant upon it. Apart from the 

New Testament texts cited above, the argument is found forcefully in the second-

century polemical works of Justin Martyr (especially Dial. 56-60, 126-129). Justin's 

influence on subsequent theologians like Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen and Eusebius is 

well known.  

The christophanist argument also appears to be endorsed by Calvin (Inst. 

4.8.5): 

Therefore, holy men of old knew God only by beholding him in his 

Son as in a mirror (cf. II Cor. 3:18). When I say this, I mean that 

God has never manifested himself to men in any other way than 

through the Son, that is, his sole wisdom, light, and truth. From this 

fountain Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and others drank all 

that they had of heavenly teaching. From the same fountain, all the 

prophets have also drawn every heavenly oracle that they have 

given forth. 

So it is little surprise to find the notion still promoted by modern theologians.  

The idea of the Father being invisible has become common place in theology, shaped 

as much by the Platonistic ideals of early authors like Justin – indeed, by the whole 

influence of Greek Philosophy at the major turning points of Church history - as by 

the biblical text itself. Few readers are surprised, then, when a commentary like 

Kruse's addition to the Tyndale series regularly explains Johannine passages from the 

premise that 'It is a fundamental teaching of the OT that no human being has seen 

God.  It is not hard to find the invisibility of the Father and encouraged in the 

thinking of the everyday Christian. 

While this idea concord readily with New Testament expressions, it would seem to 

sell short the many Old Testament passages that speak of God being seen. Hence the 
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proliferation of explanations promoting the idea that visible manifestation of God in 

the Old Testament, often includes the ubiquitous Angel of Yahweh, were appearances 

of the pre-incarnate Son.   

There are various shortcomings with this solution. First, it often hinges on a 

particular understanding of the Angel. While many have been willing to find 

similarities between the Old Testament Angel and the New Testament Son, many 

others have been unwilling to commit to equating the two.  Despite some claims to 

consensus (cited shortly), there is little agreement on this matter. On its own it 

remains an uncertain foundation upon which to build an important aspect of 

theology/Christology. 

A second weakness concerns the hermeneutics involved. An evangelical view of 

scripture readily allows the clarity of the New Testament to inform any haziness of 

the Old. But we ought still to be cautious with how the results of this method are 

presented. With the Old Testament pronouncing that God was seen and the New 

Testament equally adamant that he was not, at the least we must be gentle in any 

explanation. One symptom of the problem at hand is that scholars tie themselves in 

knots attempting to delineate when the name YHWH applies to the Father, when to 

the Son, and when to the Trinity as a whole.  A New Testament explication of the Old 

is also awkward when the result is then attributed to Old Testament figures, as if they 

enjoyed the full revelation that we now possess.  

That these first two objections are not always given due consideration is 

demonstrated by a short summary from a popular theological dictionary: 

Many, if not most, evangelical scholars believe that the angel of the 

Lord is a pre-incarnation appearance of the second person of the 

Trinity. This is true as well of other theophanies in human form. 

Occasionally, these theophanies are more specifically referred to as 

'christophanies'. Neither the OT nor the NT directly identifies Jesus 

Christ with the angel of the Lord. Scholars, though, reason 

backward from the teaching of the NT (Jn. 1:18) that no-one has 

seen God the Father. 
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This demonstrates a third weakness in this solution. It is entirely reliant on the 

presumption that the Father is utterly invisible. This is precisely how the 

christophanist argument is constructed. If the Old Testament data, where God is seen, 

is allowed priority over the New Testament data, the whole argument evaporates. We 

turn shortly to consider that solution.  

A fourth consequence is that this view of God's invisibility can impinge negatively 

on the exegesis of Old Testament texts. It is not unwise to be cautious about 

interpreting the various theophanies. But an over-reliance upon God's invisibility can 

lead to careless presumptions. The obvious example, already noted, is when 

(Johannine) scholars simply treat Exodus 33:20 as further evidence that God is 

invisible.  If anything, that text suggests quite the opposite - a point to which we 

return later. 

A fifth shortcoming with the first, christophanist solution is that it raises a number of 

other questions about the nature of God. If the essence of God is invisible, what 

makes the Son visible? Claiming that his human nature offers visibility to the 

invisible both flirts with heresy and fails to explain the pre-incarnate appearances 

with which we are concerned. We might also note that the Spirit can be physically 

manifest, as at Jesus' baptism and at Pentecost. Why is the Father alone constrained 

to remain unseen? And why is it that the Father can interact with creation in an 

audible manner (at Jesus' baptism, at the transfiguration, and in John 12:28) but not 

in a visible one? Moreover, if we promote invisibility to be an essential attribute of 

deity, what heresies do we induce if we allow the Son (or Spirit) to divest himself of 

it? 

Solution 2 

So many uncertainties, and their weighty consequences, invite us to consider the 

polar solution. Rather than expecting the Old Testament to conform to New 

Testament thinking, is it possible to interpret the New Testament passages 

consistently with the Old Testament data? This is not as hard as it may seem, if we 

bring together a number of ideas which have often been separated by the increasing 

specialisation of biblical and theological studies.  
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The result is a theology wherein we can allow the visibility of God - Father, Son and 

Spirit. This is not to insist that the Godhead possesses any corporeal substance, or 

has a default anthropomorphic form, or makes regularly visible appearances in 

creation. (Such points are each debated in extensive detail by scholars ancient and 

modern.) It certainly does not insist that humans have witnessed the full glory of 

God's radiance, though more of that has now been seen in the incarnate Son than had 

previously. The solution does, however, allow God at all times to interact with the 

created order as he wishes. 

This accommodates the Old Testament passages which allow that, in some way, God 

was seen. The difficult aspect of this solution is the apparent emphasis of the New 

Testament on God being invisible. I submit that this remains the reason why this 

solution, though often the conclusion of detailed systematicians (see below), still has 

only limited currency. This survey takes some tentative steps forward, investigating 

biblical language and its application in particular texts. 

The Adjective ‘Invisible’ 

The first step is taken when we understand that the adjective 'invisible' is better 

understood as 'unseen'. It refers to things which are not seen, not necessarily to things 

which cannot be seen. 

The Greek term (åópatos) did not develop until the fifth century B.C.  There are three 

significant corollaries of this. First, while alert to the traps of etymology, we ought 

not to be surprised that the adjective (and its antonym, aópatós) bears a semantic 

range similar to the verb from which it was derived. We see below that öpáo applies 

to much more than physical sight. Second, the relatively late arrival of aópatos means 

that the term is barely found in the Old Testament, in either Hebrew or Greek.  Third, 

its initial popularity amongst Greek philosophers - Primarily Aristotle, Isocrates and 

Plato himself- should make us alert to the contexts in which it is employed in the NT. 

Like other alpha privatives, the term was used in Platonic ways to highlight the 

transcendence of deity. God's uniqueness... is expressed in the flood of negative 

predicates removing from him the physical and temporal weaknesses to which all 

other beings are subject.  Given the authority of sight in Hellenism-we still affirm 
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that 'seeing is believing'- dóparoe communicates as much about God's otherness as 

about his (in) visibility.  

The adjective does not in itself explain why something is unseen. It merely attests 

that something is unavailable to human sight. A study of Josephus is particularly 

illustrative. Of seven uses of dóparos, at least five refer to things which 'are not seen' 

äs opposed to things which 'cannot be seen'. These include the off-limits interior of 

the Jewish temple, a city hidden in the mountains, a cave at the bottom of a well, and 

the deep valleys around the fortress mesa of Masada.  Only once does dópaToS refer 

to something intrinsically invisible.   

This line of thought is briefly explored by Barth and Blanke.  They demonstrate that 

alpha privatives regularly carry such a pragmatic sense' rather than an ontoļogical 

one. They offer Acts 17:23 where čyvooTOS Beós is regularly understood as 'a god 

who is unknown' rather than one who is unknowable, and Matthew 15:20 where 

avittol xeipeS are 'hands which are unwashed rather than those which are 

unwashable.  

This is found in Old Testament usage of áópaTos. Isaiah 45:3 promises Cyrus 

treasures which are hidden, but hardly invisible.  

It is in this light that we ask how the term is used in the New Testament. It is used of 

things which are commonly invisible to human sight (e.g. Rom. 1:20; Col. 1:16). So 

when God is described as aópatos (Col. 1:15; 1Tim. 1:17; Heb. 11:27), "invisible' is 

not an unreasonable interpretation. But while physical sight is not irrelevant in each 

of the three passages, the term may more emphasise God’s transcendence than define 

his (in)visibility. When we return to each of these passages below, we regularly find 

such an emphasis. 

NO ONE HAS EVER SEEN GOD' 

Regardless of what we make of the adjective, the nearly identical statements of John 

1:18 and 1 John 4:12 are somewhat emphatic. Whether or not God can be seen, these 

suggest that no one has ever availed themselves of the opportunity. 
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We must be cautious in placing too much emphasis on the perfect tense of the verbs 

(öpáo, eáoua). In the present tense, the former occurs rarely in the New Testament, 

and the latter never in either Greek testament. Granted, John is regularly concerned 

with the ongoing impact of the events surrounding Jesus and the persistent validity of 

the apostolic witness. But the emphatic sense of the perfect tense may not apply, or 

apply so strongly, to these verbs; 'in the main éúpaKa is simply used for eiSov in Jn.  

The semantics of these verbs is as ambiguous as their grammar. As does 'to see' in 

English and r'h in Hebrew (see below), öpáo connotes not only physical sight but 

also intellectual comprehension, spiritual insight, personal experience, and so on. 

John uses a number of verbs of seeing with a broad range of meanings, but does not 

have any pattern of correlation. His intention must be determined on a case-by-case 

basis.  

And so we turn to such a case-by-case survey, starting with these and other 

Johannine texts. 

NEW TESTAMENT PASSAGES: GOD IS NOT SEEN 

John 1:18 = 1 John 4:12 

These two verses can be studied together. The correspondence between the two 

verses is universally recognised.  

It is easily demonstrated that John's verbs of seeing often connote more than physical 

sight. We merely have to compare John 1:18 (9eðv TOTE) with 14:9 (6 éopakòs čuề 

éúpakev TÒU TaTépa) . If we maintain that ‘God’ in l:18 denotes the Father, the two 

verses with the identical verb and tense cannot make the same claim (unless we 

accept them as contradictory). The problem, and its obvious solution, has been 

identified at least since Origen: 

"he who sees the Son," he says, "sees also the Father." This 

certainly would press us very hard, were the expression not 

understood by us more correctly of understanding, and not of 

seeing. For he who has understood the Son will understand the 

Father also. 
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That John is concerned with more than physical sight can be further demonstrated by 

several lines of argument. Firstly, we find that verbs of seeing are regularly 

collocated with verbs of knowing or understanding.  The parallels between 14:7, 9 

are significant. Each verse presents much the same structure, the latter with öpáo and 

the former with yvóơKO. Moreover, the two verbs are coordinated later in 14:7.  

Seeing-or not seeing- God is primarily about understanding and accepting each of 

Father and Son. Plenty lay eyes on Jesus without getting the point. In John, God is 

not so much invisible as unrecognized . 

Secondly, John's contexts are concerned with the revelation and certitude of knowing 

God. John 1:18 pairs 'seeing and 'explaining.  First John 4 is similarly concerned with 

the evidence of knowing God (e.g. 4:7-8, 13, 16). Thirdly, exclusivity is often seen in 

the claim that 'no one' else has seen God. Neyrey has demonstrated that ouôeis is 

used rhetorically to proclaim uniqueness.  We might then ask whether John's primary 

concern is to exalt the Son rather than to exhaustively enumerate all those who have 

not seen God; is the statement more qualitative than quantitative? 

Fourthly, the parallels between John 1:14-18 and Exodus 33-34 are widely 

acknowledged.  Whether John intends a (positive) comparison or a (negative) 

contrast between Moses and Jesus, he is clearly proclaiming the superiority of the 

glory, grace and revelation now made available through the Son. Once more this 

encourages us to affirm that John is promoting the inestimable value of the Son's 

revelation, without denying what Moses revealed - and may have seen. It once more 

affirms that John's concern is with understanding God, rather than with mere physical 

interaction (important though that is to the evangelist). 

Michaelis's extensive study of 'seeing' reaches precisely this conclusion: 

If according to Jn. 12:45; 14:9 God is to be seen only in His 

revelation in Christ, Jn. 1:18 is not in the first instance aimed 

polemically against other assertions that God has been seen in 

theophanies or visions or ecstatic journeys to heaven... in 1:18 the 

whole emphasis is on the uniqueness of the revelation in Jesus 

Christ, which is also stressed in 6:46. In so far as the concept of 
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revelation is not orientated to the category of visibility/invisibility, 

the issue in these passages is not whether the intrinsically invisible 

God is in some way visible, but whether the God who is completely 

beyond man's grasp reveals Himself to them.  

As Calvin puts it even more succinctly, 'When he says that none has seen God, it is 

not to be understood of the outward seeing of the physical eye.  The point is 

conceded, to one degree or another, by many Johannine scholars.  

John 5:37 

The claim that 'you have never heard [the Father's] voice nor seen his form' has often 

been pressed too literally. Hanson demands that 'God has never been either audible or 

visible, and Dodd even denies God any audible voice.  But this is to make a mockery 

of the regular auditory encounters with God in the Old Testament, the tangibility of 

which few would dispute. A study of the Sinai encounter alone (Exod. 19-20; Deut. 

4-5) yields abundant demonstration of the people hearing God.  

We must thus carefully consider the denial: 'you have never heard his voice. The 

construction here (oửTe huviv airoD TóMOTe dKņKÓaTe) is barely different to that 

of 1:18, with a negated verb in the perfect tense and the inclusion of rúmoTe. 

Commentators rightly understand that the construction is aimed at Jesus' opponents. 

This is not because they were absent at Sinai, but because they have failed to believe 

the one sent by the Father (5:38, with its emphatic pronouns). 

If we determine that Jesus is speaking only of a contemporary encounter, i.e. you 

have not heard/ seen the Father as present in me, the verse determines nothing about 

God's visibility in the Old Testament. And if we allow a connection with the 

theophanic heritage of Jesus' interlocutors, i.e. 'you have not experienced the Father 

as your ancestors did, Jesus is denying their inclusion within that heritage rather than 

denying the events of that heritage. Either way, John 5:37 clearly does not negate the 

abundant Old Testament witness that people heard God. Neither then can it be 

pressed to contradict any claims that they saw him.  
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John 6:46 

This verse is harder to accommodate. It certainly affirms that the unparalleled 

experience of the Father is enjoyed by, and is now available through, the Son (cf. 

12:45; 14:9). 

Here a disjunction is made between'(all who) hear' and (he who) sees' (6:45, 46). It 

would seem to be a statement about different degrees of access to God. At Sinai the 

people progressively relinquished sight in favour of hearing in favour of second-hand 

report (e.g. Deut. 5:23-27). Now, conversely, the Son is the epitome of being 'taught 

of God'. And as elsewhere, this is not a discussion of sighting God as an end in itself. 

It is once again a demand that true seeing/experiencing of God, through the one who 

has most perfectly seen/experienced God, leads to obedient belief (6:47). A mere 

'seeing' of Jesus is not the point. Many saw him, but this did not automatically accord 

a salvific seeing of God (as a simplistic reading of 14:9 might imply). It is not 

enough to encounter the Son; one must also 'ingest' him (6:48-58). Consequently, 

´seeing' God describes an experience beyond the simple matter of physical sight. 

Thus Jesus' claim is not concerned to deny any visual Old Testament encounters. 

These interpretations of John's texts are hardly new; many commentators have 

rightly understood the nuances outlined therein. But this nuanced understanding of 

John's theology and language is often not extended to the few other New Testament 

passages that appear to speak of God's invisibility. 

Colossians 1:15 

This periscope has generated endless discussion.  Regardless of the origins of the 

text, it clearly has a contemporary concern. Words like 'icon' and 'invisible' are 

addressed to a specific audience. It is agreed that eikóv (and related epithets like 

daúyaoua, Heb. 1:3) was adopted from existing categories like Wisdom and Logos, 

from passages like Proverbs 8:22 and Wisdom 7:25-26.  But the term has been 

adapted to and coloured by its contemporary connotations and contextual use. (The 

same is easily and regularly demonstrated for firstborn'; we must understand 

mporÓTOKOS as it is used here, rather than reverting to some quaint notion of a 

literal etymology or a plain, dictionary meaning.) The emphasis on eiKúv here is not 
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merely on visible representation but on the 'substantial participation' of deity in the 

incarnate Son.  

This in turn suggests that åópaTos is less concerned with God's visibility than with 

his substantial presence and comprehensibility. As with the verbs of seeing in John, 

the adjective here concerns 'the cognisance of the inward eye also.  We wrongly 

emphasise the verse if we demand a definition of God's strict invisibility. Few do.  

Rather, we do well to follow translations which recognise here nothing more than 

that God is otherwise distant: Jesus 'is the image of God, who is not seen.  

We are not dealing primarily with the "invisibility" of God and therefore not with the 

attempt to make him visible. Rather, the emphasis lies on the glory including the 

power of God which no human eye and no living person could withstand unless God 

himself provided special protection.   

1 Timothy 1:17; 6:16 

These are the other traditionally-Pauline claims to God's utter invisibility, 

Commentators are unanimous that the two doxologies emphasise the sovereignty and 

transcendence of the Father.  A distinctly Hellenistic flavour is widely recognised, 

though debate continues as to whether the primary influence is the Jewish synagogue 

or the pagan shrine. 

Despite the spectrum of opinions, scholars at both extremes are comfortable 

understanding ảópaToS as unseen' (1:17).  

What, then, of the expanded parallel in 6:16, 'whom no person has seen nor is able to 

see'?  But this constrains neither the word ảópatoS nor God himself to remain 

permanently invisible. If we have to do with Greek philosophy, then the idea of 

God's inaccessibility is generalised here; we know precisely from Old Testament 

studies that the Jewish deity (whether Father, Son or Spirit) can attenuate this 

expectation. If however the doxologies develop Jewish ideas, as perhaps a majority 

of conservatives favours, then it is quite likely that the language here (...oUsÈ iSeîv 

SúvaTaL) echoes Exodus 33:20 (oủ Suvńon ibeûv).  Again, as we are yet to inspect 

in any detail, Exodus does not proscribe some form of visibility for God. 
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What we can affirm within the immediate context is that these doxologies bear a 

degree of polemic. This is particularly clear in the comparison the Ruler of those 

ruling and the Lord of those lording' (6:15) and the adjective uóvos (1:17; 6:15, 16).  

In both doxologies the contrast is primarily with false human teachings or 

behaviours. Paul 'affirms four truths about God's sovereign power, four ways in 

which he is altogether beyond human control or manipulation.;  It is in this 

comparative sense that God is immutable. We ought not to argue that God is always-

and-only invisible if Paul’s concern is simply that God is incomparable, that God 

cannot be reduced to a viewable image. Thus we ought not to press either dópaToS 0r 

the longer phrase to be any more certain than 'unseen.’  

There are further confirmations that Paul is not making absolute statements here. 

Firstly, if he is deliberately alluding to the Exodus 33-34 theophany, he is unlikely to 

be claiming more than that passage does.  Secondly, if these doxologies were 

absolute statements applied only to the Father, we must then ask in what ways the 

Son and Spirit are excused from such claims. If the Son (or Spirit) does not qualify as 

'invisible, is he also disqualified from immortality? The latter doxology is adamant: ỏ 

nóvos SuváoTns ... ó uóvos čY@v d9avagíav. The alternative is to claim that these 

doxologies are praise of the Son or of the entire Trinity - which immediately 

euthanises the argument that the Son is the visible agent of the invisible Father. 

Thirdly, commentators are often quick to note that the attribute the only one having 

immortality' is hardly absolute. Both doxologies are a response to the hope of eternal 

life. The New Testament elsewhere speaks of 'mortal' /'perishable' bodies putting on 

'immortality' /'imperishability' (1 Cor. 15:53-54, using precisely the two Timothy 

adjectives). Thus the claim here must be attenuated to mean that God alone controls 

immortality.  This synergises well with the better systematic studies of God's 

visibility, which conclude that God 'sovereignly chooses when, where, and to whom 

to make himself visible.’   

A final confirmation that we are on the right track is that the lengthier definition in 

6:16 is a further description of the previous phrase: hôs oi kôv åTpóot- TOV. As is 

the case in the Old Testament, and particularly in the Pentateuch, the question is 

much more about approachability than ontological visibility. Neyrey confirms that 
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'predicates such as dópaToş and ampóoLTOs have to do with God's unknowability, 

indicating that the most noble faculty of humans cannot approach, much less 

comprehend the deity.' Such Greek terms are applied to God as testimony 'to the 

inability of the human mind to grasp or circumscribe him.  Hanson can take this 

interpretation so far as to say, ‘There is no suggestion that God is naturally and 

essentially invisible.’ 

Hebrews 11:27 

Moses' perseverance is predicated on 'seeing the invisible One' (ròu ảóoaToV öpôv).  

Although God is here called invisible, we cannot be dogmatic one way or another. 

We are impeded on several grounds. 

Firstly, the whole clause is softened by ós. Though some allow a causal connection 

(because he saw'),  the overwhelming majority of commentators and translators 

recognise an analogical use ('as if he saw'). This does not negate the predicate 

dóparos, but it does generalise the action.  This further suggests, secondly, that öpáo 

unlikely describes physical sight. The author is speaking of Moses' 'spiritual 

perception’.  Many note the connection of verse 27 with verses 26, 6 and 1; Moses is 

one exemplar of persisting towards a future, unseen reward.  Verse 6 emphasises the 

verb mLơTeÚO, and the whole chapter expounds belief in things which are not seen' 

(11:1). The parenetic purpose is clear: just as Moses (and others) abandoned earthly 

comforts for a future reward, so too should the Hebrews (e.g. 10:32-39; 12:1-13). 

The particular contrast of 11:27 is Moses' focus' on the heavenly God in preference 

to the earthly Pharaoh. Thus, thirdly, ảóparos is used to narrate a particular contrast; 

we cannot insist that the author is doing any more than using a common Hellenistic 

shorthand to highlight this disparity. It is hardly a declarative definition of Gods 

permanent state. Thus some regularly translate the adjective here as unseen,  and 

virtually all say such occasionally. Williamson is especially precise, describing how 

Moses 'could not at present see God.  

In all these respects, Moses' experience is here reduced to nothing more (and nothing 

less) than can be experienced by any believer; 'the author of Hebrews is interested in 

https://zenodo.org/records/17320623


Page 15 of 29                                                                https://zenodo.org/records/17320623 

Moses as a paradigm for imitation, not in those aspects of Moses' life that are 

inimitable. ' 

In all these New Testament references the obvious context is the event of the 

incarnation, and not least the authors' own experiences, first- or second-hand, of the 

Son. Their comments concern relative access to God, now so much greater than 

Judaism could formerly afford. It is in this context that comparative language may 

sometimes sound absolute. So it is neither surprising nor unimportant that Paul 

elsewhere hints at the possibility of seeing God, albeit under exceptional or 

eschatological circumstances (1 Cor. 13:12; perhaps the ởrTacíaL of 2 Cor. 12:1). 

Other authors confirm unequivocally that it will be possible to 'see God' (e.g. Matt. 

5:8; Heb. 12:14; 1 John 3:2; Rev. 22:4). God is not permanently invisible. This is 

certainly in keeping with the Old Testament passages, to which we turn briefly. 

Old Testament passages: God is seen, however limitedly 

Space precludes a detailed study of the pertinent Old Testament passages alluded to 

in the introduction. Not that there is much to dissect: many passages speak simply of 

God 'being seen' by people. The fulcrum remains Exodus 33:20: you are not able to 

see my face, for no One shall see me and live. 'It is the only explicit biblical 

articulation of this principle and, as we have seen, often the rationalisation of the 

traditional reading of the New Testament invisibility texts. But a closer, albeit brief, 

survey of pertinent issues demonstrates that this is a misapplication of Exodus. 

Firstly, this language of 'seeing God' expresses the central concern of the wider 

Section, chapters 32-34.  The concern here is with the experience and revelation of 

God, of which visual sight is only one aspect. 

Secondly, the prohibition of 33:20 is precisely that. It is a statement that Moses is not 

permitted to look on God, not that he is physically unable to do so. Granted, the 

verbs involved (ykl/SÚvauat) could be taken either way. But the permissive sense, 

rather than the possible, is demonstrated by the fact that God immediately makes 

arrangements whereby Moses can, and does, see something of God (33:2 1 -23). The 

ensuing text talks unashamedly of Moses being with and speaking with Yahweh -an 

encounter which altered Moses' visible countenance (e.g. 34:1-9, 27-35). This is also 
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consistent with the striking parallel in 10:28, where Pharaoh warns Moses: the day 

you see my face you will die.' While this pronounces Pharaoh 'unseeable, it does not 

extend to a claim about his corporeality. 

Thirdly, this invites us to ask what is meant by God's 'face' being unseeable. The 

word pānîm has a broad range of uses. In the context here it refers to God's very self. 

The preceding part of the present interaction between Yahweh and Moses (33:14-16) 

makes this equation clearly. Both Yahweh and Moses speak of Yahweh's pănîm going 

with the people. Moses then confirms the need for you [Yahweh] to go. Even the 

very prohibition of 33:20 against seeing 'my face' is explicated as 'no one may see 

me. The NJPSV translates pānîm with personal pronouns in 33:14-15. 

Fourthly, all this presupposes that the verb of seeing concerns physical sight. The 

breadth of rh (ike ópáw) is well attested in the standard dictionaries. Fuhs's detailed 

analysis argues that the verb emphasises the cognitive, rather than physical, 

component of the act of seeing. So much so, he judges that this really 'the polar 

opposite of sensation’.   

Finally, the verb and noun are regularly combined together. In court language, 'to see 

the face' of a ruler is formulaic for entering his presence.  Thus, while no one doubts 

that in Exodus 33 something is happening with Moses' eyes, God's response is in no 

way a statement of ontological (in)visibility. 'Reflecting everyday usage, the 

expression "see (the face of) God/Yahweh denotes an encounter with God that 

emphasizes the immediacy and personal character of the encounter'  

We must conclude that Moses is forbidden from seeing God, not because a physical 

sighting is forever impossible, but because a full, unmediated exposure to the 

intimacy of God's essence (or being or glory, or however we choose to describe this) 

is fatal. While some might also want to maintain, from New Testament passages, that 

it is also impossible without the mediation of the (incarnate?) Son, Exodus is silent. 

That God can be seen - with the threat of fatal consequences - is the consistent 

message of the Old Testament. Many theophanies are accompanied by a note of 

surprise that humans have apparently sighted God and not perished instantaneously. 

These include Hagar (Gen. 16:13, though textually difficult), Jacob (32:30 [MT 
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32:31]), Moses and Aaron and 72 other leaders (Exod. 24:9-11), Moses (implicit in 

Num. 12:8), the parents of Samson (Judg. 13:22-23), and Isaiah (Isa. 6:5). On each 

occasion the surprise is substantial. But it is not surprise at seeing God, but at 

enduring the experience. "The issue is always a mater of life for the human beings 

involved, not God's visibility.’   

The converse is also true. That God could be seen underpins the extensive Yom 

Kippur directives (Lev. 16:2, 13).  The prophylactic measures at Sinai are expressly 

to prevent the people from trying to see Yahweh (Exod. 19:21). Moses hides his face 

before the burning bush, fearing that he might succeed in seeing God (3:6). It is the 

likely explanation of Elijah's self-concealment at Sinai (1 Kgs.19:13).  And it is the 

traditional understanding why even the seraphim cover their faces (Isa. 6:2). 

It is this convincing and unanimous array of Old Testament data which presents the 

problem addressed in this article. For the Old Testament's part, there is nothing 

intrinsically invisible about God. Bultmann makes the point emphatically: The 

thought of the invisibility of God in the strict sense is in no way an Old Testament 

one. ... In the OT the notion is pervasive, that one can see God with human eyes.’  

Systematic Theologies 

A final part of this survey demonstrates that, when time and space is available 

systematicians reach precisely this conclusion: that the Bible does not claim God to 

be completely invisible, but that he is inaccessible (hence the significance of the 

incarnation). We may also note the converse, that more superficial studies remain 

prone to the tradition of God's invisibility. 

Examples of the latter are easy to find. Often starting with a text like John 4:24 (God 

is spirit'), scholars can quickly resolve that God has none of the properties belonging 

to matter, and that He cannot be discerned by the bodily senses.  Others reach a 

similar conclusion, often without demonstrating much working.  

Others do not disagree that God is incorporeal. But neither do they accept the simple 

conclusion that God must remain unseen, unable to interact with his created sphere. 

Calvin argues that God may be spirit, but even (the) Spirit can be physically 
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manifest.  Bavinck notes that God can be partially revealed by names and nouns, 

even though no word is adequate to encapsulate him.  Indeed, Bavinck later offers a 

helpful survey of how Christian scholarship became increasingly influenced by 

negative (apophatic) definitions - an imbalance which is still being redressed. He is 

careful to promote a careful balance, so crucial to the message of the Bible, of God's 

transcendence and immanence. His survey culminates with the essential observation 

that 'God is invisible but is able to make himself visible and to reveal himself to man. 

"It is not in our power to see him but it is in his power to reveal himself.”  

Others reach a similar conclusion, though with less detail.  Bavinck's careful balance 

has, however, been re-presented in Frame's recent Doctrine of God. 

Frame's conclusions, already sampled above, judiciously keep the various biblical 

texts in a viable tension: 

1. God is essentially invisible. This means, not that he can never be seen under any 

circumstances, but rather that, as Lord, he sovereignly chooses when, where, and 

to whom to make himself visible... 

2. God has often made himself visible, in theophany and in the incarnate Christ, so 

that human beings may on occasion truly say that they have "seen God." 

3. "No one has ever seen God" (John l:18a) means that no one has ever seen God 

apart from his voluntary theophanic-incarnational revelation... 

4. It is right to be terrified in the presence of theophany.... But, as we have seen, 

some people do see God without losing their lives.  

Frame's conclusions neatly complement my own. We have seen that the 

evidence for not seeing God is slim indeed. It is concentrated in a limited 

number of New Testament texts, where the idea of invisibility may be little 

more than a Hellenistic shorthand for 'beyond earthly experience. Christian 

tradition, clearly aided by Greek philosophy, has allowed these few texts to 

dominate and to direct biblical interpretation. But even a limited survey of 

these passages suggests that it may be the New Testament words and 
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phrases, rather than their Old Testament agitators, which need to be 

reconsidered. 
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