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Chapter 8

The Gods  
Must Be Crazy

The gods become gods by being believed in, and faith in the one God and 
the one Lord creates freedom no longer to recognize these powers. 

—Hans Conzelmann

K ing Nebuchadnezzar was one of the greatest kings of Babylonia. He 
dominated vast swaths of the Middle East, subduing many kingdoms 
including Tyre, Egypt, and Judah. He subjected perhaps a million 

people to his brutal reign. His successes earned him the title “King of kings,” 
which signifies supremacy.446

The title King of kings best fits God, as do the similar titles Lord of lords, 
God of gods, and Prince of princes. God reigns supreme over all other rulers, 
human and spiritual. Eventually, even Nebuchadnezzar acknowledged Him 
as “God of gods and a Lord of kings.” Nebuchadnezzar built a temporary 
empire; the God of heaven rules an eternal kingdom that crushes all other 
kingdoms, including Babylon and its successors.447 
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All those titles reflect an eternal truth about God’s 
dominion. However, His dominion is still unfolding 
in the everyday world. We await the fullness of God’s 
kingdom. Ours is an age of two opposing kingdoms 
that are engaged in conflict on earth and in the 
heavens. Jesus proclaimed that the kingdom was at 
hand, and he commissioned His followers to spread 
the good news of the kingdom.448 Satan is hell-bent 
on retaining his territory for as long as he can. He has 
agents in his service to help him.

Daniel 8 foretells a king who will oppose the 
Prince of princes. Daniel 11 describes a “despicable 
person” (he is also called a king) who struggles against 
God’s people.449 “Then . . . he will exalt and magnify 
himself above every god and will speak monstrous 
things against the God of gods” (Dan. 11:36).

The book of Revelation describes the endgame. A 
beast and ten kings will wage war against the Lamb, 
but “the Lamb will overcome them, because He is 
Lord of lords and King of kings” (Rev. 17:12–14). 
Then Jesus, the Heir of all things, will receive His 
appointed possessions, and the kingdom of this 
world will become the kingdom of our Lord and of 
His Christ.450 

For believers, who are caught in the present 
struggle, a verse in Daniel provides another excellent 
reason to explore the names of God.

The people who know their God will display strength and take action. 
(Dan. 11:32)

Let’s begin by contrasting God’s character and kingdom with Satan’s. God 
is supreme, so what power do other spiritual beings have? In what sense is He 
the God of gods? And who or what are these gods anyway?

God of gods
Heb.: ’Elohei ha’elohim 

(Deut. 10:17;  
Ps. 136:2)

Aram.: ’El ’elim 
(Dan. 11:36)
’Elah ’elahin 
(Dan. 2:47)

King of kings
Heb.: Melekh 

melakhim 
(Not used of God)

Gk.: Basileus basileōn
(1 Tim. 6:15;  

Rev. 17:14; 19:16)
Lord of lords
Heb.: ’Adonei 

ha’adonim 
(Deut. 10:17;  

Ps. 136:3)
Gk.: Kyrios kyriōn

(1 Tim. 6:15;  
Rev. 17:14; 19:16)

Prince of princes
Aram.: Sar-sarim 

(Dan. 8:25)
Lord of kings

Aram.: Mare malkhin 
(Dan. 2:47)

Heir of all things
Gk.: Klēronomos 

pantōn
(Heb. 1:2)
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Gangbusters 
I once attended a PowerPoint presentation by a police gang-response officer. 
He described the activities of local street gangs. Gangs have characteristic 
dress customs. Some gang members wear oversized pants as an identifying 
mark; others cut their hair in distinctive patterns. They even develop their 
own dialects. They fund their activities by dealing drugs and committing 
robberies. Rather confusingly, some gangs adopt more than one name. Gangs 
are territorial like dogs. They tag their hoods (neighborhoods) with property-
defiling graffiti and they fight like dogs when lines are crossed. Occasionally, 
bullets fly and members die. Developing a behavior profile is the first step to 
ending their lawless reign of terror.

The Bible lists various evil beings, including gods, idols, and demons. 
Collectively, they function rather like a street gang. All of them unite around 
the common purpose of opposing God and His people. Some members appear 
harmless or eccentric; others are obviously malicious. In fact, all of them are 
evil. Their terrorizing activities span the inhabited globe. What’s their aim? To 
consolidate a form of government that opposes the kingdom of God, and to 
draw people away from worshiping the true God.

Daniel 11 gives one snapshot into the activity of this gang and its agents. A 
little detective work into their activities and backgrounds, which are described 
throughout the Bible, produces a dossier on the gang of the gods. Let’s review 
the entries:
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Entry 1: The Gang of Three—Demons, Idols, and Gods 
One dictionary defines a god as: “A being, regarded as possessing 
superhuman or supernatural qualities or powers, and made an 
object of worship or propitiation.”451 

In Chapter 5, we noted that propitiation involves offering a 
sacrifice to appease an offended party. In the Sinai wilderness, Israel 
chose the wrong party. She sinned by making sacrifices to three 
connected entities: demons, idols, and gods.

They made Him jealous with strange [gods];452 with 
abominations they provoked Him to anger. They sacrificed 
to demons who were not God, to gods whom they have not 
known, new [gods] who came lately, whom your fathers did 
not dread. You neglected the Rock who begot you, and forgot 
the God who gave you birth. . . . They have made Me jealous 
with what is not God; they have provoked Me to anger with 
their idols. (Deut. 32:16–18, 21)

God’s jealous reaction is one subject discussed in the next 
chapter. For now, notice that the gang of three “is not God.”453 The 
gang members are clearly different in nature.

The biblical files imply that the word “god” is nothing more 
than a palatable name that people have been duped into giving to 
a demonic being. Paul stated that idolatry is empty in relation to 
God. He also exposed the underlying demonic forces that wait to 
pounce on those who dabble in idolatry.454 Canaanite idols were 
referred to as demons.455 So, the gang that we call gods and associate 
with idols is really a gang of demonic spirits that is under Satan’s 
leadership. There is only one true God with supreme power.

The three are as deceptive and dangerous as spiritual icebergs. 
The idol is the most visible. It lies somewhere between an unusual 
souvenir from a tropical trip and a weird bust in a temple niche. 
Idols may appear harmless, but behind them are false gods who are 
demons ruled by the devil.
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Entry 2: Idols 
Idols themselves exist on four levels:

1. The least sinister idols are merely alluring objects. They 
attract attention but there is no spiritual entity behind 
them. Nebuchadnezzar’s colossal image fits this category, 
as do most religious statues and vacation souvenirs. The 
worshipping of creatures rather than the Creator fits here 
too.456

2. Paul said that even greed amounts to idolatry.457 Greed boils 
down to an intense desire to acquire something to satisfy the 
idol of self. These are the gods Donald Miller calls “our tiny 
invisible friends.”458 Paul wrote of certain “enemies of the 
cross,” whose “god is their appetite.”459 Food or anything of 
which we say, “I must have more,” can be an idol. Now, a 
craving for chocolate seems harmless enough, and in normal 
proportions it is, but urges that control us have strayed 
beyond healthy boundaries. Crossing those boundaries is 
what it means to succumb to temptation.460 Such desires 
can open doors to demonic forces. Excessive desires behave 
like the worst idols, they hinder our relationships with 
God. They distract us or slime us with guilt and shame. 
After saying that the Old Testament warns Christians not 
to slip into evil cravings, immorality, and grumbling, Paul 
told us to flee from idolatry.461

Jesus pointed out, “No one can serve two masters [kyrioi also 
means “lords”] . . . You cannot serve God and mammon.” To make 
His point, Jesus personified riches as Mammon. No one can serve 
God and riches. Under Satan’s influence, wealth craves power and 
fights to be lord and master of our hearts.462

But isn’t it our hearts that crave the idols? Donald Miller, with 
his typical honesty, exposes us all when he recounts his realization 
that, “I desired false gods because Jesus wouldn’t jump through my 
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hoops.”463 If it offers a fast track to selfish goals, it is probably a 
smooth-talking usurper.

3. Paul said that even “elemental things . . . which by nature 
are no gods” can enslave us.464 He was referring to legalism 
and to false religions.

4. There are several Hebrew words for idols, some of which are 
rooted in the idea of fashioning an image, hence the term 
“graven images.”465 Idols of this type, like temple busts, 
are deliberately made to represent sinister spiritual beings. 
People who want to appease a god need something visible 
to sacrifice to. Scripture exposes the lie, pointing out that 
God “is to be feared above all gods. For all the gods of 
the peoples are idols.”466 Moses urged Israel to avoid “the 
graven images of their gods” (Deut. 7:25–26).

The Assyrian, Rabshakeh,467 sent messengers with propaganda 
to the besieged king, Hezekiah, claiming that Assyria had destroyed 
other nations because their gods had failed to protect them. 
Hezekiah pointed to the biblical truth: “They were not gods but the 
work of men’s hands, wood and stone” (Isa. 37:8–20).

Unaware of how different Yahweh is, Israel’s enemies treated 
Him like their own gods. “They spoke of the God of Jerusalem as 
of the gods of the peoples of the earth, the work of men’s hands” (2 
Chron. 32:19).468

The most important god of the Canaanites, among whom Israel 
lived, was the storm god, Hadad. Usually he went by “Ba‘al,” which 
can mean “lord,” “master,” or even “husband.” The term signifies 
ownership, slavery, and bondage. The Canaanites believed the 
seasons mirrored Ba‘al’s life, death, and resurrection cycle. In their 
worldview, he was responsible for rain, fertility, and harvest. After 
King Ahab married the Canaanite princess, Jezebel of Sidon, Ba‘al 
worshipers infested Israel. Canaanite cult worship included gross 
sexual and sacrificial rites.469 One mild example is the masochistic 
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bloodletting that Ba‘al’s prophets performed during their showdown 
with Elijah.470 

Various cities and regions had localized versions of Ba‘al.471 
The Bible mentions Ba‘al zebub, the god of Ekron.472 That name 
literally means, “fly-lord,” but it might be a slur on the Canaanite 
title Ba‘al zebul (lord prince). When Pharisees accused Jesus of 
casting out demons “by Beelzebul the ruler of the demons,” Ba‘al 
zebub was probably in mind.473 In His answer, Jesus equated 
Beelzebul with Satan. There may also be a disparaging word 
association with zevel (manure). Academic considerations aside, 
I vote for the flies. With their appetites for decay and death, they 
represent Satan’s character best.

Less than two centuries before Jesus, Antiochus IV Epiphanes474 
introduced the worship of Greek gods to Israel, thus precipitating 
the Maccabean rebellion. The chief god, Zeus, had the Hebrew 
title Ba‘al shamayim (Ba‘al of heaven); privately, Jews dubbed Zeus, 
shiqquts shomem, the “abomination of desolation.”475 Jesus foresaw 
at least one abominable situation in the temple,476 a day when Rome 
would cast off restraint and her legions would parade their ensigns 
inside Jerusalem.477 The Bible associates desecration by pagans or by 
the Jews with judgment and desolation.

Isaiah mocks idols when he paints a picture of a man taking 
wood from a specially grown tree and using the pieces for different 
things. He burns half of the wood in the fire to roast meat, get warm, 
and be satisfied. With the other half, he makes a graven image and 
worships it. He prays to the idol: “Deliver me, for you are my god” 
(Isa. 44:14–20).478

Wouldn’t it be nice if God forgave our sins and spared us the 
consequences? Isaiah’s next words are surprising. God lets our 
idolatry affect us; He smears blindness over the eyes and hearts 
of those who worship idols in any form. In their deception, they 
think their wellbeing depends on such futile things. So, we should 
ask God to show us anything that we think we can’t live without 
or anything that we desire more of. He can penetrate the deepest 
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deception. Be warned, no kind of idolater has an inheritance in the 
Kingdom of God;479 idolaters run with the wrong gang.

Entry 3: The Godfather and His Godchildren 
The Satan of horror stories is scary enough to frighten us in the 
dark yet entertaining enough to laugh at with friends the next day. 
Movies give him a deep, gravelly voice and a syrupy deceptiveness. 
One passage in the book of Revelation exposes the real Satan using 
four names: “The great dragon was thrown down, the serpent of 
old [ancient serpent, NIV] who is called the devil and Satan, who 
deceives the whole world; he was thrown down to the earth, and his 
angels were thrown down with him” (Rev. 12:9).

Genesis 3:15 says the serpent has “seed,” or offspring. They are 
presumably those angels and anyone else who chooses to follow 
him. Jesus also mentioned the devil’s angels.480 The fact that Satan 
is called the ruler of this world and the prince of the power of the 
air481 confirms that he has subordinates, such as the princes of Persia 
and Greece.482 Paul catalogued various entities: principalities, rulers, 
powers, authorities, world forces of this darkness, and spiritual forces 
of wickedness.483 Evidently, the gang is a hierarchy that Satan rules.

Satan’s angels are fallen angels that have their own identities. 
The angel of the abyss, or underworld, is named Abaddōn (from the 
Hebrew for “destruction”) and Apollyōn (Greek for “destroyer”).484 It 
is unclear whether demons are angels, or beings that are subordinate 
to fallen angels.485 Satan’s hierarchy extends beyond the realm of 
spiritual beings. False christs and false prophets also serve Satan.486 
Daniel exposed the “despicable person” who was possessed by 
a demon and intent on promoting himself to the status of God. 
The hierarchy can infiltrate human organizations and individuals 
whenever they align themselves with Satan’s purposes and make him 
their puppet-master, just as the kingdoms that opposed God and 
His people in the book of Daniel did.487

Revelation mentions two sinister beasts. Neither one is Satan, 
but both are his evil delegates. The dragon (Satan) gives to the first 
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beast “his power and his throne and great authority.” The beast’s 
seven heads bear blasphemous names.488 A second beast, which is 
subordinate to the first one, appears. It entices people to worship 
the first beast and its image, and to receive the mark of the beast’s 
name or the mysterious “number of his name.”489

The numerical value of the beast’s name is an intriguing puzzle. 
The number given in early manuscripts is either 666 or 616. This 
could well be a simple code for a Roman emperor who had a 
reputation for persecuting Christians.490 The number is connected 
with worshiping the beast and his image. One day, bearing either 
his name or number will be a prerequisite for conducting business. 
The number is that of a man, so receiving it as a mark is quite a 
comedown. Our true destiny includes the “seal of the living God” 
and a new name from Him.491

The phrase “was, and is not, and is about to come up” mocks 
the beast. It contrasts with the sweeping, timeless sovereignty of the 
eternal God, who “was and who is and who is to come.”492 The beast 
returns to destruction (apoleia); God comes to reign.

Another delegate in Satan’s evil scheme is the Antichrist, who 
opposes Christ and is a dark alternative to Him. The Antichrist 
denies the Father and the Son, and Jesus’ incarnation. John called 
him a deceiver and a liar. He mentioned many human antichrists 
who were once part of the church.493 One overarching agent, the 
spirit of Antichrist, controls them all.

In his letter to the Thessalonians, Paul says that Jesus will not 
return until a falling away occurs. Then, “the man of lawlessness 
[sin, KJV] is revealed, the son of destruction,494 who opposes and 
exalts himself above every so-called god or object of worship, 
so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, displaying 
himself as being God” (2 Thess. 2:3–4). The “lawless one” 
aligns with Satan.495 The description fits a human agent under  
Satan’s influence.

The beast, Antichrist, and son of destruction496 all appear as 
different manifestations of the same subordinate of Satan.
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Entry 4: Origins of a Tyrant 
Two biblical passages tell of defeated kings of Babylon and Tyre.497 
On one level, the passages speak of historical human leaders; on 
another level, they personify evil. Because some verses suggest 
a fallen heavenly being, many interpreters think these passages 
provide glimpses into Satan’s origin.

At first acquaintance, Satan seems like a nice fellow. In Eden, 
he was an anointed cherub (a kind of angel), but we soon realize his 
niceness is a front for the worst form of self-seeking. This “star of 
the morning, son of the dawn” (Isa. 14:12) took pride in his own 
beauty.498 He became ambitious. He wanted to shoot for the top 
and become like the Most High.499 So began his principal activity: 
redirecting worship from God to himself.

The phrase “star of the morning,” or “day star,” is a translation 
of a Hebrew word that means, “shining one,” and it probably began 
as a reference to the planet Venus. The name Lucifer is one Latin 
word for the devil.500 Jesus, the true bright morning star, outshines 
him by far.

Satan the archangel became God’s archenemy. God evicted him 
from heaven and threw him down to the world’s streets, where he 
and his gang now operate. Their objective is to keep people from 
worshiping the true God, and they will use any effective strategy. 
It doesn’t have to be as blatant as Satanism or idol worship. They 
might tempt our runaway appetites and lure unsuspecting hearts 
deeper into bondage, but simple distractions using otherwise 
harmless trivia will do. Whatever the sales pitch is, lives that venture 
too close to icebergs risk becoming shipwrecked.

Entry 5: Character Profile 
“Satan” is Hebrew for “adversary.”501 Greek translators used the word 
diabolos, which relates to the word “devil” and means “slanderer” or 
“accuser.” Satan accused Joshua the High Priest and he continues to 
be the accuser of our brethren.502

Peter described the adversary as a roaring, devouring lion.503 
The book of Job presents the more typical legal picture of Satan 
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approaching God to accuse Job of sin.504 What a contrast with our 
Advocate. He was the atoning sacrifice for our sins and He justifies 
us before God.505

Temptation is another one of Satan’s businesses. He successfully 
tempted David to count Israel. As the tempter, Satan confronted 
Jesus in the wilderness.506 In Eden, he deceptively tempted Eve to 
“be like God, knowing good and evil” (Gen. 3:5, 13). Instead of 
receiving 20/20 vision, humans grew spiritual cataracts, our moral 
insight became smeared, and we fell from God’s intended glory. The 
god of this world continues to blind eyes to the “light of the gospel 
of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:3–4).

Satan works through delegated evil spirits in two main areas: 
physical and mental. Unclean spirits, spirits of infirmity, and dumb 
spirits can afflict the health of people. Spirits of divination, error, 
and false prophecy attack the truth.507 Paul indicated that demonic 
false doctrines could capture people.508 Strongholds of the mind are 
still pivotal in spiritual warfare.509

Shortly before New Testament times, various names were given 
to Satan. Paul used one of them: Belial.510 The Dead Sea Scrolls 
portray Belial as an angel of darkness who opposes light.511 The 
name means “worthless.”512

The three accounts of the parable of the sower show that Satan, 
the devil, and the evil one are equivalent names.513 Evil manifests itself 
in many ways, especially through stealing, killing, and destroying.514 
Satan is the enemy of the kingdom, and his subordinates include 
“sons” who share his characteristics.515 He is “a liar and the father of 
lies.” The devil sinned and was a murderer from the beginning.516 
The fear of death made us slaves, but Jesus delivered us and destroyed 
the devil’s work. Jesus rendered “powerless him who had the power 
of death, that is, the devil” (Heb. 2:14–15). Although the devil has 
not yet been annihilated, like a wasted wasp, his stinger—the sting 
of death—is gone.

The evil one uses various wiles, scheming tricks, and snares.517 
He “disguises himself as an angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:14). For 
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his first ploy, the tempter took the form of a serpent; it will 
also be one of his final manifestations.518 Another form is the 
red dragon mentioned earlier.519 The Greek word drakōn derives 
from derkomai, which means “to look at in a bewitching way.” 
He loves to hold our attention like a coiled cobra preparing  
to strike.

All this talk about idols and demons might seem spooky or weird, 
but Satan uses fear and skepticism to make us reluctant to fight; 
those emotions are part of his deceptive strategy. Either he tempts us 
to shrug him off as an outdated superstition, or he convinces us that 
his power is greater than it actually is. In fact, God has charged the 
gang’s ringleader and found him guilty. God allows Satan to remain 
on earth, where he awaits his final extradition and punishment. 
Remember what the Bible says about the gang’s weapons: they have 
little real power. Jesus confiscated Satan’s bullets when He conquered 
death. Now, deception and lies are the frightening, noisy blanks he 
fires to intimidate us. They are ineffective unless we listen to them. 
When we know God through Jesus, it is easier to recognize Satan’s 
lies for what they are.

Entry 6: Satan’s Hood 
If Satan’s power is broken, why do bad things happen to good 
people? Why does evil still pervade the world?

Evil exists wherever God’s kingly rule is unwelcome. Sin is 
the choice to live outside of God’s will. Habitual sin traps people 
in Satan’s domain.520 During the time of Israel’s judges, God 
punished years of national disobedience by allowing foreign gods 
to ensnare Israel. Slavery to Satan was a form of punishment.521

Whenever we favor one of the enemy’s values, we reject the 
opposite value in God’s kingdom. For instance, hoarding is contrary 
to generosity, and bitterness blocks forgiveness. By the choices that 
they make, whole communities—not just individuals—remain 
under the dominion of darkness. When evil individuals or nations 
club together, it is hard to believe that Satan has “little real power.” 
The darkness is palpable.
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Paul contrasted life in the two kingdoms. Prior to knowing 
God, the Galatians were “slaves to those which by nature are no 
gods” (Gal. 4:8). When we welcome His reign, our liberty includes 
adoption into His family.522 Later, Paul pointed to one of many 
challenges that believers face. Religious legalism tries to displace 
enthusiastic obedience that is based on a loving relationship with 
the King.523 It’s true that “the devil does some of his best work 
behind stained glass.”524

The Bible’s instructions for dealing with the enemy sound almost 
too simple: “Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will 
flee from you” (James 4:7). In short, welcome the King’s rule and 
turn from evil. Jesus’ commission to extend the kingdom worldwide 
included His authority over Satan’s gang.525 In Jesus’ name, believers 
cast out demons. Humble lives and prayers are effective against the 
gang. The word of God is our sword. God provides us with armor 
and weapons for the fight, but the list in Ephesians 6:10–17 begins, 
“in the strength of His might.” The Lord deals with the enemy.526 
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Knowing God 
Like it or not, all followers of Christ are involved in the battle as either 
imprisoned victims or active combatants. We are supposed to drive back 
Satan’s defeated gang and free his captives. Having familiarized ourselves with 
the enemy’s profile in the gang’s dossier, we are ready to be briefed about our 
present task: a mopping up operation. 

Daniel sounded the rallying cry: “The people who know their God will 
display strength and take action” (Dan. 11:32). The confidence to resist 
comes from knowing clearly that God surpasses Satan in every way. So, let’s 
contrast their respective characteristics in four broad areas: creativity, power, 
love, and life.

God Gives Life 
God’s ability to create from nothing is unique.527 He breathed life into all 
creation, including the invisible power structures that Satan loves to infiltrate: 
thrones, dominions, rulers, and authorities.528 God gives life, freedom, and 
fulfillment; Satan destroys lives.529

God Laughs at His Enemies 
Paul spoke of the Blessed God, which could literally 
mean “the happy God.” He has every reason to be 
happy. Nothing intimidates Him: “He who sits in the 
heavens laughs” at his enemies.530 Relative to God, 
Satan’s power is tiny and temporary. “What god is 
there in heaven or on earth who can do such works 
and mighty acts as Yours?” (Deut. 3:24) Numerous 
names reflect God’s superiority. He is “the blessed and 
only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords.” 

God holds Satan on a leash. Satan does only 
what God allows him to do. In contrast to idols, “our 
God is in the heavens; He does whatever He pleases”  
(Pss. 115:3–4; 135:5–6).

When Jesus encountered demons, they recognized 
Him as the Holy One. When He asked what their 
names were, they clammed up. We can imagine them 
smirking and chuckling when they said, “We know 

Blessed God
Gk.: Ho makarios 

Theos
(1 Tim. 1:11)

Sovereign
Gk.: Dynastēs
(1 Tim. 6:15)

Head over all
Heb.: Lekhol lero’sh 
(1 Chron. 29:11)

Head over all things
Gk.: Hē kephalē hyper 

panta
(Eph. 1:21–22)

Head over all rule 
and authority

Gk.: Hē kephalē pasēs 
archēs kai exousias

(Col. 2:10)
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your name, you don’t have ours. So we’re in control.” 
But Jesus did not need their names. He easily expelled 
them.531 Jesus is “far above all rule and authority and 
power and dominion, and every name that is named, 
not only in this age but also in the one to come” (Eph. 
1:21). He is the Head over all rule and authority. 

Oaths often invoke an authority figure. To swear 
by someone is to appeal to them as a witness of the 
truth of a statement; the highest available authority 
is usually chosen. David and Jonathan swore loyalty 
to each other in God’s name.532 When God made 
His promise to Abraham, “since He could swear by 
no one greater, He swore by Himself ” (Heb. 6:13). 
He used expressions like, “as I live” (Num. 14:21). No 
authority is higher than God. 

Many of God’s names are rooted in His authority 
and power. Psalm 97:9 says: “For You are the LORD 
Most High over all the earth; You are exalted far 
above all gods.” The main word in these names, ‘elyon, 
sometimes indicates the highest or uppermost of pairs 
or collections.533 ‘Elyon, the name and status that Satan 
coveted, is translated “Most High.”534 

’El ‘elyon, God Most High, expresses the “exaltedness and overwhelming 
majesty of God . . . the supremacy of the deity.”535 This name first occurs 
when Abram meets Melchizedek, priest of God Most High. Melchizedek 
blessed Abram in the name of “God Most High, Possessor of heaven and 

earth.” A few verses later, Abram clearly ascribed 
that name  
to Yahweh.536 

Appropriately, God is called the Highest One. 
The New Testament uses the equivalent Greek word 
(likewise, the Septuagint uses hypsistos) of the Most 
High.537 Uniquely, Job spoke of God above. Another 
name, God on high, tells of His exaltation.

The Old Testament is replete with examples in 
which ‘elyon is used alongside other important names 

God above
Heb.: ’El mimma‘al 

(Job 31:28)
God on high

Heb.: ’Elohei marom
(Mic. 6:6)

Possessor of heaven 
and earth

Heb.: Qoneh shamayim 
wa’arets

(Gen. 14:19)

Most High 
Heb.: ‘Elyon 

(Num. 24:16;  
Deut. 32:8)

Gk. NT: Hypsistos 
(Luke 1:35, 76)

God Most High/ 
Most High God
Heb.: ’El ‘elyon 

(Gen. 14:18–22;  
Ps. 78:35)

Heb.: ’Elohim ‘elyon 
(Pss. 57:2; 78: 56)

Aram.: ’Elaha’ ‘illaya’  
(Dan. 3:26; 4:2;  

5:18, 21)
Gk. NT: Ho Theos  

tou hypsistou 
(Acts 16:17; Heb. 7:1)

LORD Most High
Heb.: Yahweh ‘elyon

(Pss. 7:17; 47:2; 97:9)
Highest One

Aram.: ‘Elyonin 
(Dan. 7:18, 22,  

25, 27)
Gk. OT: Hypsistos
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for God, such as Yahweh, ’El, and Shaddai.538 The psalmists cried for Israel’s 
enemies to know that Yahweh was Most High over all the earth.539

Deuteronomy 10:17 says, “For the LORD your God is the God of gods 
and the Lord of lords.” The passage proceeds to summarize His nature: “the 
great [gadol], the mighty [gibbor] and the awesome God who does not show 
partiality, nor take a bribe.”540 “The LORD is a great God and a great King 
[melekh gadol] above all gods” (Ps. 95:3). Moses sang of God’s name: “I proclaim 
the name of the LORD; Ascribe greatness [godel] to our God” (Deut. 32:3).

Notice that the despicable person of Daniel 11 perpetuates Satan’s struggle 
to be the greatest and “magnify himself above every god” (Dan. 11:36). Yet the 
Bible reminds us repeatedly (as in 2 Sam. 7:22), “For this reason You are great, 
O Lord GOD; for there is none like You, and there is no God besides You.”

God’s name is itself great.541 The psalmist exclaimed, “How majestic is Your 
name in all the earth” (Ps. 8:1, 9). He used another word (’addir), which speaks 
of His superiority and elsewhere is rendered “Mighty One”542 and “Majestic 
One.”543 His name is so great that nations will seek Him.544

Similarly, God is ’El gibbor, Mighty God. Used of men, gibbor indicates 
heroism.545 Then, of course, He is the Almighty.546 “Who is like You among 
the gods, O LORD?” asked Moses.547 “What god is great like our God?” 
demanded the author of Psalm 77:13. “He is to be feared above all gods,” 
makes an apt reply to both of these questions.548 Relative to Him, the gods are 
powerless, so Paul labeled them, “those which by nature are no gods” (Gal. 4:8; 
1 Cor. 8:4). Instead, Paul called Jesus the Great God.549 The gods, and Satan 
their ringleader, must be crazy to oppose Him.

The Bible records their craziness—the repeated collisions of demonic gods 
with the true God. Each time, God exposed their impotence. Consider the 
following selection:

God performed signs through Moses: plague upon plague, ten times. The 
Egyptian gods, at the bidding of magicians and priests, could not repeat Moses’ 
miracles. God defeated them—with His finger.550

In Judges 6, Gideon smashed the altar of Ba‘al, and the townsfolk 
wanted to lynch him. His father, Joash, spoke a truth that had the potential 
to demolish the strongholds in their minds. He said, “If he [Ba‘al] is a god, 
let him contend for himself.” He implied, “If he were real he could fight for 
himself. I won’t defend a weak, upstart Canaanite god that we shouldn’t be 
worshiping anyway!”551
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When the Philistines stole the ark of God and put it in the temple of 
Dagon, their idol kept toppling over. The Philistines decided, “We don’t 
want this God or His ark here; He disrupts our practices.” They couldn’t 
endure God.552

Elijah contested against the prophets of Ba‘al on Mount Carmel. He 
drenched the altar, the firewood, and the offering with water. While Ba‘al’s 
prophets failed to ignite dry sticks, the true and living God sent fire from 
Heaven to consume Elijah’s soggy sacrifice.553

Often Israel’s enemies would mock her, saying, “The gods of the nations 
fell before our armies; your God will too.” They considered the God of Israel to 
be just another species of national god.554 Once, the Aramaeans mistook Him 
for a limited mountain god who had no authority in the valleys.555

Repeatedly, the God of Israel triumphed and laughed. He proved He was 
more than just another god with a small g. He is the God of the “small g gods.”

God Loves
The fact that God has Satan on a leash does not make Him the source of evil. 
Evil comes from Satan, often as a consequence of human choices. Of course, 
God could instantly eradicate all evil, but that would override our free will and 
turn us into robots. Free will is the only context for a true love relationship.

The book of Job indicates that God allowed Satan a limited scope to afflict 
Job, but God did not initiate Job’s suffering.556 He cares so much about pain 
that He even collects our tears.557 God used Job’s suffering to do the most 
loving thing: deepen his relationship with Him. He will do that for us too.

Paul called Him, “the God of love and peace.” God desires relationships 
with His covenant people.558 “God, being rich in mercy, because of His great 
love” for us, exercised His might and delivered us from the prince of the power 

of the air. His act of mercy and grace freed us from Satan’s 
bondage and from “the lusts of our flesh.” As a result, we 
have privileged relationships with God. We are seated with 
Him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus (Eph. 2:1–10). 

God Lives 
Satan is not a rival “god of evil,” He is a created being. God declares, “I am 
the first and I am the last, and there is no god besides me” (Isa. 44:6). On 
their own, idols are lifeless objects of worship.559 The threats that the Assyrian 

God of love  
and peace

Gk.: Ho Theos tēs 
agapēs kai eirēnēs
(2 Cor. 13:11)
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captain, Rabshakeh, delivered were empty.560 Assyria and other nations 
worshiped inanimate idols with just one spiritual entity behind them: Satan.

“The LORD is the true God; He is the living 
God [’Elohim khayyim] and the everlasting King. At 
His wrath the earth quakes, and the nations cannot 
endure His indignation” (Jer. 10:10; see also Ps. 42:2; 
1 Thess. 1:9). He is the Only God; by contrast, Satan 
was made. 

Crossroads
The four areas in which the God of gods surpasses other gods converge in Jesus. 
Jesus came as a child, “in the strength of the LORD, in the majesty of the name 
of the LORD His God . . . At that time He will be great to the ends of the 
earth” (Mic. 5:4). The child Immanuel (God with us) bears the name of the 
Mighty God.561 Jesus dwelt in flesh as the Living and true God. He gave us 
life and defined it relationally: “This is eternal life, that 
they may know You, the only true God and Jesus 
Christ” (John 17:3; see also John 17:6; 1 Thess. 1:9; 1 
John 5:20). As one with the loving God, Jesus died to 
deliver His people from their bondage to sin. 

Peter’s confession of Jesus as “the Christ, the Son of the living God,” 
(Matt. 16:13–17) happened close to a significant town: Caesarea-Philippi. 
Historically, the town was strategic because it guarded a major highway. A 
tributary of the River Jordan flows from a cavern at the base of a 130-foot cliff. 
Locals call the town Banias, which is derived from its Greek name, Paneas. The 
ruined temple to the Greek god Pan still attracts tourists. There is also evidence 
of much earlier Ba‘al worship at this site. In Jesus’ day, Banias had temples to 
Pan, and a white marble temple that King Herod the Great had dedicated to 
Caesar Augustus. Herod’s narcissistic son Philip celebrated himself by renaming 
the town Caesarea-Philippi.

What a religious center!562 It was as if Jesus had arranged for the world’s 
gods to witness Peter’s proclamation of truth in their own backyard. He 
also declared, “The gates of Hades shall not prevail against” the church  
(Matt. 16:18, NKJV).

During His life, Jesus fought a running street battle with Satan and his 
gang. An early salvo came on the Mount of Temptation. Satan appealed to 

Living and True God
Gk.: Ho Theos zōntos 

kai alēthinos
(1 Thess. 1:9)

Only God
Gk.: Monos Theos 

(1 Tim 1:17)
The only true God

Gk.: Ho monos 
alēthinos Theos

(John 17:3)
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Jesus’ normal desires, trying to debase them. Jesus, of course, stood firmly. 
Later, praying in Gethsemane, Jesus resisted Satan, choosing instead to 
submit to God’s reign. Finally, on the cross and in the grave, He seemed 
to laugh in the face of His archenemy. He served His arrest warrant, and 
rendered him powerless by conquering death.563 His resurrection proved the 
supremacy of the God of gods. One day, God will receive universal reverence. 
“The LORD will be king over all the earth; in that day the LORD will be 
the only one and His name the only one” (Zech. 14:9). The gods were crazy 
to target Jesus; the crucifixion hastened their end. Through His crucifixion, 
Jesus became our Champion.

The Making of a Champion 
In fairytales, the most intimidating character is the giant. Once upon a time, 
the reward for slaying one was half a kingdom and a princess’ hand in marriage. 
In Israel’s real-life history, the bounty on Goliath’s head was less.564 The prize 
fell short of half of Saul’s small kingdom, and there was no mention of life, 
health, and disability insurance—important benefits for anyone tackling a 
giant. No one volunteered—that is, until David, the songwriting shepherd, 
arrived at the battlefront.

Goliath was no fairytale character; he stood nine feet and nine inches tall. 
Reflect on his body mass index, or BMI (the weight at which a person of a 
certain height feels his best—his optimum build). Goliath was off the charts; 
he felt his best at almost five hundred pounds. Larger than life, Goliath was the 
Philistines’ champion (gibbor) mighty man.565 Gibbor is the first of three 
Hebrew terms for a champion, two of which occur in the story of David  
and Goliath.

In David’s day, armies often fought battles by 
proxy. One strongman stepped forward from each 
army and they dueled in the no man’s land between 
the front lines. In 1 Samuel 17:4, 23, the phrase 
’ish habbenayim (champion) literally means “a man 
between.” When the Philistines faced Israel, they sent 
Goliath as their representative. Israel had to produce 
a suitable opponent or she would lose by default. 
Only unsuited David had the courage to step forward, 
represent God and Israel, and become their champion 

Champion (only the 
first is used of God)
Heb.: Rav (normally 
“chief ” or “captain”)

(Isa. 19:19–20)
Gibbor (strong man) 

(1 Sam. 17:51)
’Ish-habbenayim  
(man between) 

(1 Sam. 17:4, 23)
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by defeating Goliath. He did so without special weapons or armor but with 
confidence in the living God566 and “in the name of the LORD of hosts” (1 
Sam. 17:45). His confidence came from years of trusting God. By his example, 
David pointed ahead to Daniel’s statement: “The people who know their God 
will display strength and take action” (Dan. 11:32). 

A third Hebrew word can mean “champion.” Rav applied to captains or 
chiefs like Rabshakeh. They became commanders because as heroic fighters 
they had survived brutal battles. Jesus is the champion “gang-response officer” 
in the operation against Satan. In a prophetic insight into life in Egyptian gang 
territory, Isaiah called Him Champion.

In that day there will be an altar to the LORD in the midst of the land of 
Egypt, and a pillar to the LORD near its border. It will become a sign and 
a witness to the LORD of hosts in the land of Egypt; for they will cry to 
the LORD because of oppressors, and He will send them a Savior and a 
Champion, and He will deliver them. (Isa. 19:19–20)

Jesus, the Mighty One, bound and plundered the strong man and 
delivered us from his power. God’s Son filled the role of the Champion in 
the battle; He had the deepest knowledge of and the greatest confidence in 
His Father.

The progression of the battle is laid out in Daniel 
11:36 and elsewhere. At history’s end, the Antichrist 
(Daniel’s despicable person who serves Satan) will cast 
down other gods and their idols and set himself up 
as the “true God.”567 When that day dawns, Jesus will return and expose the 
Antichrist. Satan will be thrown down because of the blood of the Lamb.568 
The book of Revelation provides a glimpse of that final victory. “The Lamb will 
overcome them, because He is Lord of lords and King of kings” (Rev. 17:14). 
“On His robe and on His thigh He has a name written—King of kings and 
Lord of lords” (Rev. 19:16). 

Special Weapons and Tactics 
Meanwhile, the spiritual battle continues. Satan’s lying propaganda still 
pollutes the streets of our cities and our hearts. With his gang graffiti, he 
attempts to deface the alleys of our minds. He and his gang try to deceive, 

Lamb
Gk.: To arnion

(Rev. 12:10–11; 
17:14)



130   |       the NAME QUEST

oppress, afflict, depress, and possess people. So, how do we counter Satan’s 
deceptive intimidation?

Imagine the threats of a nasty bully back at school: “Just wait until school’s 
out.” The best defense is to enlist a friend who is two years older and six inches 
taller than the bully. It helps if the bully has encountered your friend before 
and doesn’t want to meet the person again.

John’s first letter tells us how to deal with the spiritual bully. It includes our 
key point; we should be a people who know God.569 “We know that the Son 
of God has come, and has given us understanding so that we may know Him 
who is true” (1 John 5:20). Knowing we are on His side helps us to be strong, 
take action, and stand firmly against the enemy.

Jesus is better than a school buddy. Not only do we know Him, but also 
“we are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ.” Our lives are in Jesus—
the safest place possible.570 When bad things happen to us, we gain a different 
perspective on them. Satan attacks our mortal lives, but our spiritual lives are 
eternally secure in God.571 When Christ and His kingdom are our highest 
priorities, Satan is hard-pressed to get a grip on us.572

The God of gods is poised to eliminate Satan and His gang. In the 
meantime, He is able to protect everyone who remains in Him. Paul gave us 
simple instructions: “Be wise in what is good and innocent in what is evil. 
The God of Peace will soon crush Satan under your feet” (Rom. 16:19–20). 
So, avoid Satan’s distractions, don’t be intimidated, and “guard yourselves 
from idols.”
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If the Father of Spirits, as revealed by Jesus Christ, is not known in these 
interior wilds of America, they nevertheless often resound the praises of 
the unknown, invisible great Spirit, as he is denominated by the [Native 
Americans]. They are not ignorant of the immortality of their souls, and 
speak of some future delicious island or country where departed spirits rest.

—G. P. Disosway, Christian Advocate and Journal, 1833

Meeting a Muslim in Johnnie Mango’s

I never expected to meet a mullah in my favorite restaurant.
Johnnie Mango’s was around the corner from my office on St. Croix. 

It served local dishes for lunch and had a small coffee bar. I was reading 
my Bible over a mocha when a Palestinian acquaintance entered with an older 
man wearing a white beard and a distinctive head covering called a shamuugh. 
He introduced his friend as a visiting mullah from Kuwait. Spotting my Bible 
on the table, the mullah asked about it. Our conversation was an opportunity 
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for me to present him with two items of faith that distinguish Christianity 
from Islam. The mullah rejected the ideas that God has a Son and that His Son 
could suffer and die.

Islam is one of the “holiday stamp religions.” In the USA, there is a postage 
stamp for the Eid, as well as for Christmas, Chanukah, and Kwanzaa. Apart 
from Judaism, Islam is the most similar religion to Christianity. Muslims 
believe in one, all-powerful creator. Their scriptures, the Qur’an,573 claim the 
Holy Spirit’s inspiration, and they exhort people to believe in Allah and to 
live to honor him—rather like the Bible’s purpose. The Qur’an even includes 
statements about resurrection.574

Read the surahs (chapters) of the Qur’an, and you will find names for Allah 
that sound similar to God’s names. We noted earlier that Allah relates to ’Elah, 
which is one of God’s names. Each surah commences with the best-known 
names, “Bismillahi ar-rahmani, ar-rahimi . . . (In the name of Allah, the Most 
Gracious, the Ever Merciful . . .).”575

Here’s a sample of the biblical-sounding names of Allah in the Qur’an:
“Lord” is a common title, as in: Lord of the heavens and the earth, Lord of 

the mighty throne, and Lord of honor.576

Allah is called the All-wise and All-knowing, the All-seeing, and the  
All-aware.577

Other names are: Great Protector, Protecting Friend, Excellent Helper, 
Grantor of Protection, Acceptor of Repentance, Lord of Beneficence, 
Omnipotent Sovereign, Master of glory and honor, the Holy, Most High, and 
Controller of all the affairs of mankind.578

Muslims would agree that the similarities between Islam and Christianity 
don’t include the central tenets of the Christian faith. To begin with, Muslims 
receive the Qur’an as a standard of truth surpassing all other messages, including 
the Torah (Moses’ Law books) and Injeel (Gospels). Judgment will fall on 
anyone who attributes a son to Allah.579 Muslims deny Jesus’ sonship, along 
with His death and resurrection.580 Jesus is just another of Allah’s messengers, 
who they believe pointed to Muhammad.581

The Supreme Being 
People who convert to Christianity from a Muslim background find it 
appropriate to use the name Allah for God, though some call Him “Allah al 
Ab” (God the Father) to highlight an important distinction. There are historical 
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precedents: Paul was quite comfortable applying the Greek names theos and 
kyrios to Yahweh.582 Also, fourth-century Gothic converts embraced the fuller 
revelation of God’s nature that Ulfilas had taught them. His teaching enhanced 
the meaning of the ancient Gothic word god.

More recently, a team of missionaries in Mongolia experienced a church-
planting breakthrough in 1994 when they began calling God Borkhan 
instead of Yurtuntseen Ezen. Borkhan is the traditional Mongolian word for 
“god.” To Mongols, Yurtuntseen Ezen (Lord of the Universe) sounded like 
science fiction. However, the first twentieth-century Bible translator chose 
Yurtuntseen Ezen to avoid any association with Buddhism. Tibetan Buddhists 
had used Borkhan for centuries. As soon as the team said Borkhan for “God,” 
conversions increased.583

Many cultures have some concept of a Supreme Being who made the 
universe; many still need to recognize the biblical God as that Being. However, 
the name that a culture uses for God is not as critical as the characteristics that 
He is thought to possess. Don Richardson makes this observation:

There is nothing innately sacred about any particular . . . name for 
the Almighty. He can have ten thousand aliases, if need be, in ten 
thousand languages. It is impossible to talk about an uncreated 
Creator without meaning HIM. Anyone capable of protesting that 
“some of His attributes are missing” is responsible to fill them in! Any 
theological vacuum surrounding any culture’s concept of God is not 
an obstacle to the gospel—it’s an opportunity!584

Such opportunities no longer require passports; the world’s religions have 
come to homes and schools near us all. In a barbeque chat with friends from 
church, comparative religion is a safe topic. Introduce the subject at a coffee 
table on a multi-ethnic city street, and it can become inflammatory. So, we need 
to know where the differences lie and how to bridge gaps in understanding.

Colliding Claims 
Jesus Himself made a provocative statement that can be interpreted as elitist 
and exclusive. He claimed, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one 
comes to the Father, but through Me” (John 14:6). His words ensured that 
the Christian message cannot be swallowed without careful chewing. His claim 
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has a counterpart in the Muslim chant: “There is no god but Allah.” Like it or 
not, the claims collide.

So, how should we relate to those who worship the gods of the world and 
of our modern society? The bulk of this chapter explores what happened in a 
city full of idols in a real-life market square confrontation between Paul and 
worshippers of other gods (Acts 17:16–34). Along the way, we’ll learn how to 
pray for missionaries, befriend people from other religions, and discover more 
of the depths of God’s love as we study one of His more awkward names.

Paul is an example of a man who knew his God, displayed strength, 
and took action. His life always burned with passion. Initially, he had a 
passion to persecute the church.585 After receiving a blinding revelation 
from God, he directed his zeal to serve God and build up the church. Paul 
didn’t just know about God intellectually from the Old Testament. He had 
an everyday relationship with God. His passion for God overflowed and 
changed the world.

Paul’s presentation to the philosophers of Athens came from his deep 
knowledge of God. Paul drew the Athenians’ attention to certain attributes of 
God—attributes that are encapsulated in more names of God. Let’s review Paul’s 
encounter using the four broad characteristics of God that were introduced in 
the last chapter as a framework: creativity, power, love, and life.

Life-Giver (Acts 17:22–29) 
The Athenians had an “unknown god” whose identity Paul proclaimed. He 
began by presenting “God who made the world and all things in it . . .” (v. 24) 
as the life-giving Creator.

The name Creator occurs just twice in the New Testament, though the 
book of Hebrews also calls God the architect and builder of the heavenly 

city.586 But several Old Testament names that 
identify God as the Maker underlie Paul’s statement 
to the Athenians. 

Amos the prophet waxed lyrical in one description 
of God. It’s too big a mouthful to be an actual name, 
but he used nouns from three important Hebrew 

roots, yatsar, bara’, and ‘asah: “He who forms [yotser] mountains and creates 
[bore’] the wind . . . He who makes [‘oseh] dawn into darkness” (Amos 4:13; 
9:5–6). The Message Bible neatly paraphrases the first two: “Mountain-Shaper! 

Creator
Gk.: Ho ktisas 
(Rom. 1:25)

Gk.: Ho ktistēs 
(1 Peter 4:19)
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Wind-Maker!” Later, Amos called God, “He who made [‘oseh] the Pleiades and 
Orion” (Amos 5:8; Job 9:9). Not only did God bring the physical universe into 
being, but He also made people. 

‘Oseh points to God as “Maker.”587 He is God my Maker,588 Maker of 
heaven and earth,589 and Israel’s Maker.590 He is “LORD God of Heaven 
who made [‘asah] the sea and the dry land” (Jonah 1:9).

Yotser occurs as “Creator” once, in a warning. Israel’s “Maker [‘oseh] will 
not have compassion on them. And their Creator [yotser] will not be gracious 
to them” (Isa. 27:11). Yotser is “Maker” four times.591 Yatsar means “to form or 
fashion,” and it describes God as a potter (yotser). He rightly asks, “Shall the 
potter be considered as equal with the clay?”592 He is also “the One forming 
light and creating darkness.”593 Even the name ’Elohim carries a note of 
transcendence above all creation; no one created the Creator.

While ‘asah and yatsar are general enough to describe a craftsman 
fashioning an idol,594 bara’ applies only to God’s creative work. One 
commentary explains:

The word bara carries the thought of the initiation of the object 
involved. It always connotes what only God can do and frequently 
emphasizes the absolute newness of the object created. The word asa 
is much broader in scope, connoting primarily the fashioning of the 
object with little concern for special nuances.595
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Bore’ is the basis for “Creator” in four verses.596 
God is the “Creator of the ends of the earth” and 
“the Creator of Israel, your King.” Bara’ applies to the 
creation of birds, aquatic animals, humans, wind, the 
heavens and the earth, Jerusalem for rejoicing, north 
and south, and a clean heart in a repentant sinner.597

The Bible tells us more about God governing life 
and death.598 The God of all flesh asked, “Is anything 
too difficult for me?” The New Testament calls Him 
the God of the living, Father of spirits, and God of 
the spirits of the prophets. The Hebrew and Greek 
words for spirit can both mean wind and breath too. 
God “gives to all people life and breath and all things” 
(v. 25), so that “in Him we live and move and exist . . . 
For we also are His offspring” (v. 28).599 

The Creator also fathered Israel: “Do we not all 
have one father? Has not one God created us?” said 
Malachi (Mal. 2:10). Moses called Him the “Rock 

who begot you . . . the God who gave you birth” and anticipated His jealousy 
in the face of idolatry (Deut. 32:18, 21).

Melchizedek’s reference to God Most High as “Possessor of heaven and 
earth” (Gen. 14:19, 22) expresses another aspect of 
God’s deep relational commitment to His people. 
The word for “Possessor” (qoneh) has its roots in both 
commercial transactions and creativity. The picture is 
of someone doubly invested in an item that he or she 
has bought and made. The Greek translators of the 

Old Testament emphasized the creative aspect of the word by selecting ektisen. 
Consequently, some English versions read, “Creator of heaven and earth.” 
Craftsmen such as potters love to see their work appreciated and well used.600 
Since He made us, nurtured us, and paid a steep price to redeem us, God is 
even more interested in having his work appreciated. 

Later, the Possessor labeled the newly formed nation of Israel as His own 
“treasured possession (segullah).”601 He gave them commandments intended 
to make the relationship flourish, including “You shall have no other gods 
before [or beside] me.” Again, He warned us of His jealous nature (Ex. 20:3–

God of all flesh
Heb.: ’Elohei kol-basar

(Jer. 32:27)
God of the spirits  

of all flesh
Heb.: ’Elohei harukhot 

lekhol-basar
(Num. 16:22; 27:16)

God of the living
Gk.: Theos zōntōn
(Mark 12:27 KJV)

Lord of both the dead 
and of the living

Gk.: Kai nekrōn kai 
zōntōn kyrieusē 
(Rom. 14:9)

Father of spirits 
or Spiritual Father 

(NEB/JB)
Gk.: Ho patēr tōn 

pneumatōn 
(Heb. 12:9)

Possessor
Heb.: Qoneh 

(Gen. 14:19, 22)
Creator (MSG/NIV)

Gk. OT: Ektisen 
(Gen. 14:19, 22)
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6; Deut. 5:7–9; 27:15). God transcends our religious structures. He doesn’t 
need temples made by human hands. As His offspring who were made in His 
likeness, we should know better than to fabricate graven images. He calls us to 
worship Him alone (vv. 24, 29).

Moses and Aaron understood God’s loyalty to His created offspring, 
Israel.602 When Korah, one of the priests, incited a rebellion, God sought to 
destroy the entire nation. Moses and Aaron “fell on 
their faces, and said, ‘O God [’El], God [’Elohim] of 
the spirits of all flesh, when one man sins, will You 
be angry with the entire congregation?’” (Num. 
16:22). Moses was right to appeal to Him; God 
spared the nation He had birthed and treasured. 
Using surgical justice, God limited His destruction 
to the rebellious Korahites.

Laughing God (Acts 17:24–25)

God is so powerful that He laughs at His mocking 
enemies.603 Paul pointed to God’s sovereignty over 
everything He made when he declared Him “Lord of 
heaven and earth” (v. 24). He created and rules both 
domains. His sovereignty in both domains finds 
expression in names like God (or Lord) of heaven 
and earth and in the statement, “The LORD, He is 
God in heaven above and on the earth below; there 
is no other” (Deut. 4:39; see also Gen. 24:3; Josh. 
2:11). King Jehoshaphat appealed to God as the 
ruler of both realms. “O LORD, the God of our 
fathers, are You not God in the heavens? And are 
You not ruler over all the kingdoms of the nations?” 
(2 Chron. 20:6) Jeremiah noted, “You have made 
the heavens and the earth by Your great power and 
by Your outstretched arm! Nothing is too difficult 
for You . . . O great and mighty God. The LORD of 
hosts is His name” (Jer. 32:17–18). 

Several names declare His rule in heaven. Even 
foreign rulers knew Him as God of heaven.604 He is 

Lord of heaven 
 and earth

Gk.: Kyrios tou  
ouranou kai tēs gēs

(Matt. 11:25)
God of heaven 

 and earth
Aram.: ’Elah  

shemayya’ we’ar‘a’
(Ezra 5:11)

God in the heavens
Heb.: ’Elohim 
bashamayim

(2 Chron. 20:6)
Ruler

Heb.: Moshel
(2 Chron. 20:6;  
Mic. 5:2 NIV)

Gk.: Hēgoumenos
(Matt. 2:6 quotes  

Mic. 5:2)

God of heaven
Heb.: ’El hashamayim 

(Ps. 136:26)
Heb.: ’Elohei 
hashamayim

(Gen. 24:7; Ezra 1:2; 
Neh.1:4, 5; 2:4, 20; 

Jonah 1:9)
Aram.: ’Elah shemayya’
(Ezra 5:12; 6:9; 7:12, 

21, 23;  
Dan. 2:19, 37, 44)

Gk.: Theos tou ouranou
(Rev. 11:13; 16:11)
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also King of heaven605 and Lord of heaven.606Jesus 
spoke of His Father in heaven, and Paul spoke 
of our Master in heaven. The cryptic periphrasis 
“Heaven” is another substitute for the God who 
dwells there and governs all its resources.607 These 
names emphasize His transcendence, rather than 
implying any spatial limitations. 

Sometimes, Scripture stresses His other domain. 
He is God of all the earth (another of the seven stated 
names for God) and Lord of all the earth or Lord of 
the earth. Yet His dominion bursts the seams of earth; 
even heaven cannot contain Him.608 

Other names also point to God’s sovereignty over 
human political divisions. He is King of the nations609 
and Ruler of the kings of the earth. He is Lord of all 
or Lord over all with respect to the nations.610 Like a 
potter, He molds people into wholesome societies.611 
His rule is entirely beneficial and aimed at deepening 
our relationships with Him. He even delighted to take 
from among the Gentiles a people for His name.612

Jesus, Paul, and the other apostles repeatedly 
demonstrated the power of God against demonic 
forces,613 sickness, and even death. Miracles soften 
hearts to receive the truth.614 So, let’s pray for 
demonstrations of God’s power when we interact 
with others. The ministry of the people who know 
their God should bear the mark of the sovereign God 
of gods.

Loving God (Acts 17:17–32)

God is not “served by human hands, as though He 
needed anything, since He Himself gives to all people 
life and breath and all things” (v. 25). He had nothing 
to gain from creating and loving us. We can usually 
detect traces of self-interest in human love, but all His 

blessings flow from pure love. He is free from partiality and He is immune 

King of heaven
Aram.: Melekh 

shemayya’ 
(Dan. 4:37)

Lord of heaven
Aram.: Mare’-shemayya’ 

(Dan. 5:23)
Father in heaven

Gk.: Ho patēr en tois 
ouranois

(Matt. 5:45 NIV; 7:21 
NAV)

Master in heaven
Gk.: Kyrios en ouranō 

(Col 4:1)

Ruler of the kings  
of the earth

Gk.: Ho archōn tōn 
basileōn tē gēs 

(Rev 1:5)
King of the nations

Heb.: Melekh haggoyim 
(Jer. 10:7)

Gk.: Ho basileus  
tōn ethnōn 
(Rev. 15:3,  

saints in KJV)
God of earth

Heb.: ’Elohei ha’arets
(Gen. 24:3)

God of all the earth
Heb.: ’Elohei  
khol-ha’arets
(Isa. 54:5)

Lord of all the earth
Heb.: ’Adon kol-

ha’arets
(Josh. 3:11, 13;  

Ps. 97:5)
Lord of the earth

Gk.: Ho Kyrios tēs gēs
(Rev. 11:4)
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to bribery.615 He delights to bless everyone, including the outcasts of society. 
John Piper says, “God is free to be merciful because he is full and utterly self-
sufficient in himself.”616 God’s love is of the highest order; it is unconditional 
and selfless.

One mark of God’s love is that He designed us to seek Him; the life-
giver implanted a homing instinct in human nature. Paul noted that even 
His sovereign organization of history facilitates our search for Him. He made 
nations, “having determined their appointed times and the boundaries of their 
habitation, that they would seek God, if perhaps they might grope for Him 
and find Him” (vv. 26–27). We are never satisfied until we discover how much 
our creating Father loves us.

The marketplace in ancient Athens was a snapshot of a dissatisfied world. 
Athens exhibited various gods that people encountered on the global quest 
for the true God. After all of their groping, the Athenians knew something 
was still missing, so they threw in an undesignated god. How many societies 
throughout history have done this? Today, many people are looking for spiritual 
reality, albeit in the wrong places. Many people believe in some kind of spirit 
world, even if they perceive it wrongly, as the Athenians did.

We are incapable of finding God ourselves, even though “He is not 
far from each one of us” (v. 27). We might discover certain truths about 
Him from His creation or because He made us in His image, but we fail 
to properly grasp Him.617 One challenge is that Satan, with his gang of 
demons masquerading as gods and idols, distracts us from worshipping God. 
Satan’s business includes deception.618 He sows tares in the crop to hinder its 
growth.619 The god of this world blinds our eyes to the gospel.620 He deceives 
people into thinking that life with one of his disguised agents is good, when 
in fact it’s slavery. Satan flirts with people and seduces them into “foreign 
affairs”—relationships with gods other than our Creator Father. Sometimes, 
the lure is blatant idolatry. Historically, it has even involved human sacrifice 
and cannibalism, but the lure doesn’t have to be that extreme. It might be as 
simple and subtle as materialism. It can be pride in an ideology. It can even be 
toy train sets. Satan doesn’t care, so long as his lure consumes us to the point 
that we do not worship the true God.

People who are searching for truth are most likely to listen to our 
message about God’s love when our lives are stamped with His loving 
nature. Paul demonstrated love toward the Athenians; he was respectful and 
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humble. He remained immersed in their culture, visiting their marketplace 
daily (v.17). He spoke their language and quoted their poetry (even 
though it honored Zeus). As a result, Paul’s religious dialogue in Athens  
bore fruit.

Intellectual discussion often fails to reach people’s hearts, but Paul’s 
audience of Athenian philosophers loved such talk. They invited Paul to the 
Areopagus, the council that was responsible for investigating religious and 
moral issues (vv. 19–21).

Paul recognized, as we should, that other religions often contain nodules 
of truth that are embedded in ignorance or even in dark lies. Because creation 
points to the Creator621 and His offspring bear His image, searching hearts can 
glean nuggets of truth about God from both creation and human nature. The 
Athenians had three insights: They knew about human origins (v. 28), they 
were dependent on a higher being (v. 28), and they believed in the existence 
of an undiscovered god (v. 23). A person’s correct insights provide excellent 
conversation starters.

Hundreds of ethnic groups believe in a supreme god. The practices and 
stories of some cultures are analogous to certain parts of the gospel message. 
Don Richardson gives examples of such “eye-openers,” or “redemptive 
analogies.”622 Once missionaries learn the inner workings of a culture and 
discover these analogies, they can use them to explain the gospel. The analogies 
function as keys that open spiritual eyes to the truth. It is easier for people to 
understand the gospel when they hear it explained in terms of familiar stories 
or practices. The best missionaries are learners before they are teachers; they 
build relationships and find the keys.

It might be hard to accept, but even Islam makes some valid observations 
about God. Muslims revere Allah. The Qur’an’s emphasis on Allah’s sovereignty 
and his care for his people reflects the character of the True God.

I picked Islam because it resembles Christianity, but nuggets of truth exist 
in other religions too. Those truths do not validate the religions; neither are 
they a smorgasbord of religious ideas served up for us to build our own meals 
of spiritual truth. Without Jesus, those truths can’t form complete meals. They 
serve only as keys for their adherents to find the most essential truth—the way 
to the Father through the death of His Son. Christians don’t have a monopoly 
on truth, but Jesus and the Bible are the most authoritative statements on 
God’s character and will.
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Paul seized his moment. He secured his relationship by acknowledging the 
religious interest of the Athenians. Then he offered to explain the anonymous 
god and the enigmatic altar (vv. 22–23).

Locals knew the story of the altar to the unknown god. It had been 
built centuries before as a plague was decimating Athens. The city elders 
had made sacrifices to all the gods in an attempt to stem the plague, but to 
no avail. Epimenides suggested that their sacrifices were ineffective because 
an undiscovered god, who was responsible for the plague, still needed to be 
appeased. So, they built the altar and made the appropriate sacrifices, and the 
plague stopped. The Greeks concluded that they had satisfied the nameless new 
god. Paul did not suggest that our God had caused the plague, but into their 
void, he inserted foundational facts about the One true God.

When Paul completed his presentation to the Areopagus, some members 
chose to pursue their own ways; others continued the dialogue (v. 32). A 
relationship based on humility and respect can progress; the door remains 
unlocked and open to more truth.

Living God (Acts 17:28–31) 
Paul quoted the poetry of Epimenides: “For in him we live and move and exist” 
(v. 28). Even though Epimenides spoke of Zeus, Paul saw the glint of truth. 
God is the source of existence. Then he quoted two more writers: “We also are 
His children.”623 Again, he applied words about Zeus to God. Paul’s logic was 
that if living and moving humans are God’s offspring who were made in His 
image, He must be a living, active God. He is vastly superior to idols of gold, 
silver, or stone—even superior to the Greek concept 
of Zeus (v. 29). A similar appeal to turn to the living 
God, the Creator, came during Paul’s visit to Lystra.624 

For Paul, Jesus’ resurrection was the clinching 
evidence.625 Resurrection was no theological theory; 
it transformed lives. The risen Jesus had blazed into 
Paul’s life, dramatically rearranging his misdirected 
passion to serve His purposes. Now Paul had a deep 
sense of God’s agenda. God wants to create a dynamic body out of those 
who accept His invitation from every tribe, tongue, people, and nation. Paul 
described the church as a letter in progress that was written “not with ink but 

Living God
Gk.: Theos zōn 

(Acts 14:15)
Spirit of the  
living God

Gk.: To pneuma 
Theou zōntos 

(2 Cor. 3:3)
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with the Spirit of the living God” (2 Cor. 3:3). The reborn Paul was zealous 
to see God’s purposes for the church fulfilled. 

•

The character of the god a nation worships profoundly marks lifestyles 
and whole societies. So, there is value in comparing religions along the lines 
of the four areas we have just considered. Does the religion cherish life or 
consider it dispensable? How does it treat those who have less to contribute 
to society—the needy, the suffering, and the dying? Does their belief system 
reflect the unconditional love of a god who cares for the weak and the poor? 
Or does it suggest a god who is interested only in a certain gender, caste, 
or type of person? Are their gods angry, distant, or aloof? Even if there are 
displays of power, are they consistent with love and liberty? After all, power 
can be counterfeited.

Paul did not make comparisons in order to keep score of the Athenians 
and their objects of worship. Rather, he addressed their emptiness and their 
nagging question. In place of the unknown, he proclaimed the life-giving 
God, laughing sovereignly over every enemy and deeply loving His people. He 
pointed to Jesus as the living representation of the true God (v. 31).

Praying For Missionaries 
Paul’s presentation to the Athenians suggests seven ways that we can pray 
effectively for cross-cultural missionaries and for ourselves as we engage  
in evangelism:

1. Pray for the reality of the power of God to protect and equip His 
ministers. Also, pray that the works of the evil one are destroyed  
(1 John 3:8).

2. Pray that people encounter the resurrected life of Jesus and ask 
questions.

3. Pray that respectful relationships would demonstrate God’s love 
and that keys for presenting the gospel would be discovered. Pray 
that love would be evident among missionary team members because 
love shows that we are disciples of a loving Master (John 13:35).

4. Pray for boldness and the ability to give clearly reasoned 
presentations of the gospel.
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5. Pray for the Holy Spirit to reveal truth to spiritually blind eyes.
6. Pray for the gift of repentance to be released so that people will turn 

away from demons, idols, and gods to the true and living God—
from darkness to light (Acts 26:18; 1 Thess. 1:9; 2 Tim. 2:25).

7. Pray that the Lord of the harvest will send out laborers to reap His 
harvest (Matt. 9:38; Luke 10:2).

The Unbending Line 
Paul continued his presentation: “Therefore having 
overlooked the times of ignorance, God is now 
declaring to men that all people everywhere should 
repent, because He has fixed a day in which He will judge the world in 
righteousness through a Man whom He has appointed, having furnished proof 
to all men by raising Him from the dead” (Acts 17:30–31). 

An unbending line divides lives into two periods. On one side are “times 
of ignorance.” On the other side is a time of crucial knowledge about Jesus. 
The line demands that we decide whether to repent and believe in Jesus or 
not. When the gospel is proclaimed to someone, they cross the line. Paul 
implied, “Athenians, your ignorance is over. I have told you about Jesus and 
His resurrection. Now, how will you respond to His claims?”626

In its various forms, the question is the unbending front line of missions. 
Usually, people reach it through a process, but all true missionaries pray that 
unbelievers will arrive at the line, choose to accept Jesus’ claims, and turn from 
their distracting idols.

Because of the line, missions and evangelism are provocative. In our 
cosmopolitan society, which emphasizes tolerance and freedom of choice, we 
hear objections: “Why do missionaries try to change other people’s beliefs? 
Why can’t people be left to their own religions? How could Jesus claim to be 
the way to the Father?”

The answer to those questions lies in the meaning of the most 
uncomfortable name: Jealous God.

A Green-Eyed Monster 
More than a hint of jealousy underlies God’s command 
to worship Him exclusively. It is often explicit: “You 
shall not worship any other god, for the LORD, whose 

Jealous God
Heb.: ’El qanna’

(Ex. 34:14)

A Man
Gk.: Anēr

(Acts 17:31)
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name is Jealous, is a jealous God” (Ex. 34:14).627 This is the third time the Old 
Testament states a specific name for God. 

We observed earlier that false gods incite His jealousy.628 Joshua’s parting 
challenge to Israel was to “put away the gods which your fathers served.” He 
warned that any lapse into idolatry would spark the fiery wrath of the jealous 
God (Josh. 24:2, 14, 19–20).

What are we to make of His jealousy? Surely, it doesn’t suggest that God 
has a temper tantrum whenever anyone nods at a false god. That might frighten 
us from idolatry, but it certainly wouldn’t inspire genuine adoration of Him. 
Some people wince at this name of God, yet it occurs in the Old Testament.629 
J. I. Packer summarizes our struggle:

“The jealous God”—doesn’t it sound offensive? For we know jealousy, 
“the green-ey’d monster,” as a vice, one of the most cancerous and soul-
destroying vices that there is; whereas God, we are sure, is perfectly 
good. How, then, could anyone ever imagine that jealousy is found 
in Him?630

The name doesn’t imply that kind of jealousy. As Paul explained to the 
Athenians, God is not “served by human hands, as though He needed anything” 
(Acts 17:25). Being completely self-sufficient and secure, He delights in our 
worship, but He does not depend on it. His is another kind of jealousy, which 
J. I. Packer describes:

There are two sorts of jealousy among men, and only one of them is 
a vice. Vicious jealousy is an expression of the attitude, “I want what 
you’ve got, and I hate you because I haven’t got it.” It is an infantile 
resentment springing from unmortified covetousness, which expresses 
itself in envy, malice, and meanness of action. It is terribly potent, for 
it feeds and is fed by pride, the taproot of our fallen nature. There is 
a mad obsessiveness about jealousy which, if indulged, can tear an 
otherwise firm character to shreds. . . . What is often called sexual 
jealousy, the lunatic fury of a rejected or supplanted suitor, is of this 
kind. But there is another sort of jealousy—zeal to protect a love-
relationship, or to avenge it when broken. This jealousy also operates 
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in the sphere of sex; there, however, it appears, not as the blind reaction 
of wounded pride, but as the fruit of marital affection.631

Packer’s description is much closer to God’s jealousy—a jealousy for 
things bought or made that another person steals. He even jealously protects 
the honor of His name.632 Applied to His created children, God’s jealousy has 
to do with His affection for them and His pursuit of the very best for them. 
Our best lies in having intimate relationships with our Possessor (qoneh) and 
Creator. Friendship with the world is spiritual adultery, so God jealously longs 
for our spirits to find Him.633

Jealousy relates to zeal. Out of zeal (qin’ah), God sent His governing Child 
to restore His relationship with all people.634 Phinehas the priest, who killed 
an Israelite who had been caught in an adulterous and idolatrous relationship, 
exemplified God’s jealousy. God commended him: “He was jealous with My 
jealousy among them, so that I did not destroy the sons of Israel in My jealousy” 
(Num. 25:11).

Zephaniah prophesied of the day of the LORD’s judgment from two 
perspectives: his own day and the future. Upon Christ’s return, God’s jealous 
zeal will issue forth in devouring fire. However, that day has precursors—acts 
of limited judgment that provide opportunities for the humble to turn and 
take refuge in His name.635 Remember, God is slow to anger.

The Best Husband 
A few of God’s names liken His love for His people to marital affection. In 
the Old Testament, Israel was His bride: “Your husband [Ba‘al] is your Maker 
[‘oseh],636 whose name is the LORD of hosts” (Isa. 54:5).637

Hosea dramatically depicted a husband who was 
betrayed by the beloved wife he had wooed. Hosea 
took prophetic drama beyond the brief acts of other 
prophets; Hosea’s whole life expressed God’s message. 
God told Hosea to marry a prostitute called Gomer. 
It paralleled His own love for Israel, who behaved 
like a harlot, having foreign affairs with Ba‘al. Hosea 
even named his children as statements of God’s 
coming judgment. God sovereignly disrupted the 
harvest (which was supposedly controlled by Ba‘al, 

Husband
Heb.: Ba‘al 
(Isa. 54:5)
Gk.: Anēr

(2 Cor. 11:2;  
Rev. 21:2)

My husband
Heb.: ’Ishi 

(Hos. 2:16)
My Lord/Master

Heb.: Ba‘ali 
(Hos. 2:16)
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the god of rain and fertility) to bring Israel to her senses.638 He wooed Israel 
back to Himself and provided for her again. It powerfully demonstrated 
God’s faithfulness to His covenant people in the face of their blatant 
unfaithfulness—His gentle jealousy. Later, Hosea renamed his children to 
mark God’s forgiveness. 639 

Eventually, Israel would start to call God “My husband.” “‘It will come 
about in that day,’ declares the LORD, ‘That you will call me ’Ishi and will no 
longer call me Ba‘ali.’” (Hos. 2:16) Remember, “Ba‘al” suggests possession, 
ownership, and rule, but it extends to marriage and it can mean, “husband.” 
’Ish means “man” and therefore, in some contexts, “husband.” God played 
with words to emphasize that His relationship to Israel is like that of a loving 
husband, minus any debasing mastery and degrading domination. Submission 
to God is voluntary, bringing freedom and fulfillment; relationships with Ba‘al 
were life-sapping slavery. God was wooing Israel back, freeing her from any 
confusion between Ba‘al and Himself.

In another prophecy of restoration, God promised new names to Israel. 
She was no longer “Forsaken” or “Desolate,” but “Hephzibah” (My delight is 
in her). He called the land, “Beulah”640 (Married). “As the bridegroom rejoices 
over the bride, so your God will rejoice over you” (Isa. 62:1–5).

The bridegroom’s rejoicing extends beyond Israel to every person who 
returns to Him. God promised the Gentiles, “a memorial, and a name better 
than that of sons and daughters . . . an everlasting name which will not be 
cut off.” He also made the temple (the center of Jewish worship) “a house of 
prayer for all the peoples” (Isa. 56:3–7). The one occasion when Jesus displayed 
what looked like violent anger was motivated by His zeal for God’s house.641 
Commenting on that incident, Mark pointed to the promise in Isaiah. In Jesus, 
God wooed every nation to Himself, and those who share Paul’s missionary 
zeal continue that wooing.

No New Testament writer explicitly called Jesus a “bridegroom,” but John 
the Baptist likened Jesus to one, and Jesus used the picture of Himself.642 
Paul mentioned his own godly jealousy for the church in Corinth, which he 
described as betrothed to Christ, her Husband.643 In Revelation, the cleansed 
multitude (the church) is both the bride of the Lamb and the New Jerusalem 
prepared for her husband.644
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The Jealous Father 
Parents who watch their children drawn away to a wasted life of pain get a 
taste of God’s jealousy. When God breathed His spirit into flesh, He created 
children; He loves us more than the best father imaginable does. Whenever 
God sees us lured into damaging behavior, a jealous rage fills His heart. Our 
loving Father says, “I hate watching my children stray. They are only happy and 
fulfilled when they have a relationship with Me.” His jealousy is a mixture of 
disappointment and grief.

That same passion should fill our hearts as we interact with wandering 
brothers and sisters. Understanding the true nature of the Jealous God is vital. 
Only then can we express His jealous love in a way that correctly represents His 
character as our Father.


