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How Great Thou Art  |  Ephesians 3:7-21  |  November 13, 2016 

SONG 

The Complete Book of Hymns 

In 1885, Carl Boberg, a twenty-six-year-old preacher, wrote a poem titled in Swedish, “O Store Gud.”  

Translated into English, it’s “O Great God.”  Boberg had no thought of his poem’s becoming a hymn, so a 

few years later he was surprised to hear his poem sung to the tune of an old Swedish melody.  A 

generation later, in the early 1920’s English missionaries Stuart Hine and his wife were ministering in 

Poland, where they learned the Russian version of Boberg’s poem sung to the Swedish melody.  Later, 

Hine created English words for it and arranged the Swedish melody to fit.  This is the hymn we now 

know as “How Great Thou Art.”   

The first three stanzas were inspired by an experience Stuart Hine had as he ministered in the 

Carpathian mountains and heard the mighty thunder echoing all around him.  As he pushed on, he was 

deeply impressed by the beauty of the woods and forest glades as well as the singing of the birds.  The 

fourth stanza came after he returned to England.  The song became popular in America in the 1950s, 

and before long it was the number-one hymn on both sides of the Atlantic.  34 

Carl Boberg was a carpenter’s son, worked briefly as a sailor, and served as a lay minister in the Mission 

Covenant Church of Sweden.  He was the editor of a weekly Christian newspaper, (Witness of the Truth), 

from 1890 until 1916.  Boberg served in the Riksdag for 20 years from 1912 to 1931.  [Riksdag is the 

national legislature and the supreme decision-making body of Sweden.]  Wikipedia- accessed 10/24/16 

God – Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

Steven R. Guthrie, Creator Spirit:  The Holy Spirit and the Art of Becoming Human, (Baker 

Academy, 2011).   

Humankind was originally created by God to be filled with the breath of God.  The dust is made to be the 

dwelling of God’s radiant glory.  Now this broken race is being re-created in Jesus—the prototype and 

pioneer of a brand new humanity…  As the prototype of the new humanity, Jesus remains dependent 

upon God’s Spirit for life.  Jesus does not re-create our race as some sort of superhumanity that stands 

independent of God.  We remain dust—mortal and contingent—but just once again filled with the 

breath (and glory) of God.  In Jesus, humanity is again a place in which God dwells.  In Jesus, humanity is 

no longer dust only, but “crowned with glory” (see Ps. 8:5), filled with the glorious presence of God’s 

Holy Spirit.  40-41 

NIDNTT, Vol. 2 

The religion of the OT and Judaism is monotheistic and personal.  In the OT the words el, eloah and 

elohim, form related roots, are generic designations of God.  Alongside and alternating with them stands 
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the individual, personal name Yahweh…  God is most frequently referred to as saddai, Almighty, in Job 

where it is used along with El, Elohim, Eloah and Yahweh.  67 

The origin and meaning of the divine name Yahweh has been the subject of considerable discussion…  

The only interpretation of the name Yahweh given in the OT is at the theophany of the burning bush 

(Exod. 3:13 ff…  “I Am who I Am.”  The name is revealed to Moses in v. 15 – God is the eternally existent 

one.  “I am because I am.”  This suggests that there is no cause for God’s existence outside himself…  He 

is the God who alone has real existence…  R. de Vaux holds that the best rendering of the formula is “I 

am He who Exists”.  Yahweh is the God whom Israel must recognize as really existing.  67-68 

The God who reveals himself to Moses and to Israel is distinct from the deities of Egypt and Canaan with 

their fertility rites concerned with the cycle of nature.  He remains a mystery, and yet he is graciously 

active in the history of his people.  69 

The Hebrew name YHWH sabaot, Lord of hosts, occurs some 279 times.  It is absent from the 

Pentateuch, Jos. And Jdg., but Is frequent in the prophets…  The term refers to the totality of forces over 

which Yahweh rules…  The form Jehovah arose out of a misunderstanding which in turn arose out of the 

reluctance of pious Jews to pronounce the divine name.  Instead they uttered the word donay, my 

Lord… The divine name appears as yhowah in the MT.  The LXX reflects the Jewish reluctance to 

pronounce the divine name and puts the word kyrios, Lord, in its place.  The RSV and other English 

versions also reflect the practice by giving the word LORD in capital letters whenever the name YHWH 

stands in the text…  The form Jehovah is thus a malformation giving what is virtually a transliteration 

[meaning letter for letter, thus creating a new word such as, b a p t I s m] of a word which is found in the 

text of the Hebrew OT, but which was never actually used as a word.  69-70 

It was only in the course of history that the belief in the superiority of Israel’s God over all other gods led 

to the development of absolute monotheism.  Jeremiah was probably the first to support the 

proposition that the gods of the heathen are no gods (Jer. 2:11).  This knowledge was first given full 

expression in Isa. 40:55.  The God of Israel is the Lord of all, whose sovereign power fills all the earth 

(Isa. 6:3).  There are no gods apart from the One (Isa. 41:4; 42:8; 43:10 ff.; 45:3, 6; 48:11).  70 

The OT contains no all-embracing definition of the concept of God.  On the other hand, it makes an 

extensive range of statements which testify to the being of God and have their basis in the divine 

revelation.  Nor is there in the OT any theogony; it does not go beyond the assertion that God is.  He is 

the first and the last (Isa. 41:4; 44:6; 48:12, the eternal, the almighty and the living one (Ps. 36:10), the 

creator of heaven and earth (Gen. 1:1; 2:4 etc.); the Lord, who guides the destinies of the nations, but 

who has made Israel a people for his own possession (Exod. 19:5 f.).  70 

God is the commanding and demanding God who makes his will known and demands obedience.  The 

history of Israel is the history of God with this people.  Thus Israel’s belief in God is founded on a 

theology of history.  It expresses a conception of God as personal, that God is capable of all the 

emotions that a person can have: love, anger, repentance and other emotions.  But even if human 

characteristics can be attributed to him, he cannot be compared with any human being (Hos. 11:9).  The 
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transcendent God who dwells in light, where no one can approach, is exalted above time and space and 

is therefore unique in his Godhead, not to be portrayed or localized (cf. Exod. 20:4).  He is the eternal 

king (Isa. 52:7) who rules over all the kingdoms of the world (Isa. 37:16).  70 

The most fundamental feature of God’s being is expressed by the word “holy”.  In the OT this has 

become the characteristic attribute of God.  He is the Holy One (Isa. 40:25; Hab. 3:3; Hos 11:9).  But the 

holy, transcendent God steps out of his concealment through his word and his acts of revelation, and 

repeatedly communicates with his people in demonstrations of power and glory.  The holy God is just in 

all that he does (cf. Ps. 7:11).  He is the judge who condemns unrighteousness and to whom man has to 

answer.  But the OT also testifies to his grace and mercy (e.g. Exod. 34:6; Ps. 103:8).  He comforts the 

pious (Job 15:11), blesses him and helps him in his need (Ps. 34:6; Ps. 103:8).  He comforts the pious (Job 

15:11), blesses him and helps him in his need (Ps. 45:7; 90:1; 94:22).  Through the personal relationship 

between God and his people there is created an I-Thou relation between God and the individual believer 

who can turn to him in prayer in all his needs.  71 

God in the OT is also called Father; he is the father of the people of Israel (Exod. 4:22 f.; Deut. 32:6; Isa. 

63:16; Jer. 31:9; Hos. 11:1).  However, a full knowledge of the divine grace and love which embraces the 

whole world is only arrived at through the revelation of the new covenant.  Nevertheless, the OT 

testifies to the fact that God forgives transgressions and sins (Exod. 34:6 f.).  He has mercy on his people 

in everlasting grace (Isa. 54:8), and in particular takes up the cause of the poor and needy, and widows 

and orphans (Isa. 49:13; Ps. 146:9).  Therefore, even in the OT God is not just a dreaded enemy of man 

in his unholiness; he also makes it possible for him both to trust and love, because he himself loves his 

chosen people.  71 

The NT rests firmly on the foundation of the OT, when it speaks about God, but its emphases are new.  

He is the God who is near, the Father of Jesus Christ who justifies freely by his grace.  His action in 

election bursts all claims to exclusiveness.  But it is the same God who reveals himself here as in the OT, 

and whose plan of salvation, there promised, comes to fulfillment here.  73 

Timothy Keller, Center Church, (Zondervan, 2012), 

Where did we come from?  God.  There is one God.  He is infinite in power, goodness, and holiness and 

yet also personal and loving, a God who speaks to us in the Bible.  The world is not an accident, but the 

creation of the one God (Genesis 1).  God created all things, but why did he do that?  Why did he create 

the world and us?  The answer is what makes the Christian understanding of God profound and unique.  

While there is only one God, within God’s being there are three persons – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – 

who are all equally God and who have loved, adored, served, and enjoyed one another from all eternity.  

If God were unipersonal, then he would have not known love until he created other beings.  In that case, 

love and community would not have been essential to his character; it would have emerged later.  But 

God is triune, and therefore love, friendship, and community are intrinsic to him and at the heart of all 

reality.  So a triune God created us (John 12:1-4), but he would not have created us to get the joy of 

mutual love and service, because he already had that.  Rather, he created us to share in his love and 
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service.  As we know from John 17:20-24, the persons of the Trinity love and serve one another—they 

are “other-oriented.”   

Footnote #13:  D.A. Carson (The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God) writes, “What we have, then, is a 

picture of God whose love, even in eternity past, even before the creation of anything, is other-oriented.  

Because the God of the Bible is one, this plurality-in-unity does not destroy his entirely appropriate self-

focus as God…  There has always been an other-orientation to the love of God..  We are the friends of God 

by virtue of the intra-Trinitarian love of God that so worked out in the fullness of time that the plan of 

redemption, conceived in the mind of God in eternity past, has exploded into our space-time history at 

exactly the right moment.” 

And thus God created us to live in the same way.  In order to share the joy and love that God knew 

within himself, he created a good world that he cares for, a world full of human beings who were called 

to worship, know, and serve him, not themselves.  33-34 

Esther Lightcap Meek, Loving To Know (Cascade, 2011). 

For Gunton [Colin Gunton, The One, The Three, and the Many, 1992], the problem plaguing culture, 

ancient and modern, is an inadequate account of relationality, how to interconnect the many and the 

one, and how to relate particulars in a way that does not deface, but rather accentuates, their 

particularity…  What is needed is an account of relationality that does not thereby devalue particularity.  

You have to have both, and they need to be connected to each other as mutually constitutive.  That is, 

each, as part of the core of what it is, has to make the other more what it is.  333 

Gunton believes that “only where relatedness is held in tension with genuine otherness can things, both 

human and divine, all be given their due…”  What is needed is a fundamental understanding of reality in 

which particulars receive their fullest expression in a freeing space accorded in their relation to one 

another.  This dynamic is what we have in the Trinity.  334 

Gunton’s project is to offer a way of tapping the Trinity’s involvement in creation to show that these—

relationality and particularity—are transcendental as well.  Since creation comes about and is sustained 

by the involvement of both the Lord Christ and the Holy Spirit, creation can be expected to bear this 

mark of being.  334 

Appealing to the language of mutual indwelling in the Gospel of John, Gunton says that the Trinity is 

characterized by relatedness without absorption.  “Trinitarian love has as much to do with respecting 

and constituting otherness as with unifying.”  The concept that evocatively captures this mutually 

constitutive being and diverse working is perichoresis – a Greek word meaning, dancing around.  The 

fourth-century Cappodocian church fathers appropriated it to describe the Trinity.  In a dance, two 

persons actually constitute the particularity of one another in the relationship…  The motif presupposes 

persons in love relationship, for both love and freedom sustain, and are sustained (only) in, preichoretic 

relationship.  Plus, Gunton also commends it as a concept heavy with spatial and temporal 

conceptuality: movement, recurrence, interpenetration, and interanimation.  335 
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So Gunton says:  “It would appear to follow that in eternity Father, Son, and Spirit share a dynamic 

mutual reciprocity, interpenetration and interanimation.”  The three Persons “do not simply enter into 

relationship with one another, but are constituted by one another in the relation.”  Perichoresis “implies 

an ordered but free interrelational self-formation. . . There is thus a richness and space in the divine life, 

in itself and as turning outwards in the creation of the dynamic universe that is relationtional order in 

space and time.”   335 

 

 

 

 


